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 Shinto is a native Japanese religion with a history that goes back thousands of 
years. Because of its close ties to Japanese culture, and Shinto’s strong emphasis on place 
in its practice, it does not seem to be the kind of religion that would migrate to other areas 
of the world and convert new practitioners. However, not only are there examples of 
Shinto being practiced outside of Japan, the people doing the practice are not always of 
Japanese heritage. 
 The Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America is one of the only fully functional Shinto 
shrines in the United States and is run by the first non-Japanese Shinto priest. This thesis 
looks at the community of practice that surrounds this American shrine and examines 
how membership is negotiated through action. There are three main practices that form 
the larger community: language use, rituals, and Aikido. Through participation in these 
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Amaterasu Ōmikami – Ancestral kami of the Imperial Household and Japanese people 
(Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 64) 
  
Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto – The main female kami of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine and the 
Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America  
 
Bokken – Wooden sword used in Aikido practice 
 
Chinkon – Shinto meditation 
 
Chinowa – Large ring made of twisted miscanthus reeds; people walk through the ring at 
summer festivals to exorcise misfortune and disasters (Study Group of Shinto Culture 
2006, 22) 
  
Chohai – Morning prayer 
 
Dojo – Martial arts training hall 
 
Dōka – Japanese poems that are arranged in a 5-7-5-7-7 syllable pattern 
 
Fundoshi – Loin cloth used in Misogi ritual 
 
Gi – Martial arts uniform used in Aikido 
 
Giri – Social obligation 
 
Goshu no Shinka – Five Sacred Shinto Poems 
 
Hachimaki – Headband, used in Misogi 
 
Haiden – Worship hall, usually situated in the front of the main sanctuary building (Study 
Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 23) 
 
Hakama – Long pleated skirt-like garment (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 30). It 
is worn by Shinto priests, as part of their outfits, as well as by advanced Aikido students 
 
Hara – Center 
 
Haraegushi – Purification wand (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 32) 
 
Hatsumōde – First Shrine visit of the New Year (Study Group of Shinto 2006, 50) 
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Heiden – Offering chamber usually situated between the haiden and honden (Study 
Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 23) 
 
Hishaku – Wooden ladle, used to wash the hands and rinse the mouth at the temizuya 
(Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 33) 
 
Honden – Main sanctuary of the shrine in which the kami dwell (Study Group of Shinto 
Culture 2006, 23)  
 
Hotoke – Ancestors and Buddhas 
 
Inari – Tutelary kami of rice cultivation and business success. Inari shrines are found 
across Japan, the most famous of which is Fushimi Inari Taisha, Kyoto (Study Group of 
Shinto Culture 2006, 64) 
 
Izanagi-no-Mikoto – First male kami and spouse to Izanami-no-Mikoto (Study Group of 
Shinto Culture 2006, 64)  
 
Izanami-no-Mikoto – First female kami and spouse to Izanagi-no-Mikoto (Study Group 
of Shinto Culture 2006, 65) 
 
Jinja – Shrine 
 
Jō – Wooden staff used in Aikido practice  
 
Juyosho – Area where shrine visitors can acquire amulets and other sacred items 
 
Kagura Suzu – A stick with bells on it 
 
Kaikan – Shrine guesthouse 
  
Kariginu – Priests’ formal attire for ordinary rituals 
 
Katashiro – Paper effigies used to purity ritual participants during the Nagoshi-no-
Oharai Taisai 
 
Kami – Shinto deity  
 
Kamidana – Domestic Shinto altar 
 
Kamiza – A small shrine that is set up in an Aikido dojo. Literally a “kami seat” 
  
Keiko – Aikido practice 
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Ki – Term to describe essence or spirit 
 
Kichō – Removable curtain in shrine buildings (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 34) 
 
Kitō – Special prayer offered by priest (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 55) 
 
Koshō – Simple wooden chair used in shrine rites (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 
35) 
 
Kotodama/Kototama – Belief in the spiritual power of the words (Study Group of Shinto 
Culture 2006, 59) 
 
Kusanagi – The sacred sword Amaterasu Omikami gave to her grandson, the ancestor to 
Japan’s imperial family 
  
Magatama – Comma-shaped ornamental bead (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 35) 
 
Mikoshi – Portable shrine used to transport the kami around a locality during a festival in 
order to distribute blessings (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 35) 
 
Misogi – A ritual where participants purify themselves in water 
 
Mitama – The spirit of a dead person 
 
Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai – Mid Year Purification Ceremony 
 
Ni rei ni hakushu ippai –Two bows, two claps, then one bow 
 
Norito – Shinto Prayer 
 
Ofuda – Tablets or amulets issued by shrines inscribed with the name of the kami, which 
worshippers enshrine on the household kamidana (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 
40) 
  
Ōharai no Kotoba – Special Shinto prayer used in rituals, including Chohai 
 
Omairi – Shrine visit 
 
Ōmamori – Small amulet worn or carried for protection from misfortune (Study Group of 
Shinto Culture 2006, 40) 
 
Omikuji – Sacred paper lot on which personal fortune is written (Study Group of Shinto 
Culture 2006, 41) 
  
Romaji – Japanese words translated into the Latin alphabet 
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Saihai – Two bows 
 
Sarutahiko Ōkami – The main male kami of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine and the Tsubaki 
Grand Shrine of America  
 
Sandō – Approach to the shrine, typically marked by a succession of torii (Study Group 
of Shinto Culture 2006, 26) 
 
Sanpaisha – Shrine visitor 
 
Seiza – Kneeling with the tops of the feet flat on the floor and sitting on the soles 
 
Sensei – Japanese word for teacher. Also used for other professions like Shinto priests 
 
Shide – Zigzag strips of white paper indicating presence of the kami (Study Group of 
Shinto Culture 2006, 36) 
 
Shimenawa – Rope made of rice-straw with shide (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 
37) 
 
Suzu – Bell 
 
Taiko – Japanese drum (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 38) 
 
Taisai – Major shrine rite (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 48) 
 
Temizuya – Structure where worshipers purify their hands and mouth before worshiping 
(Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006, 28) 
 
Torii – Arch or gate at the entrance to a shrine precinct (Study Group of Shinto Culture 
2006, 28)  
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Map of the shrine grounds: 1) Entrance of the shrine grounds; 2) sandō, the main approach to the shrine; 3) main shrine building, 
inside is the haiden and heiden; 4) shrine to Sarutahiko Ōkami; 5) a giant tree on the shrine grounds with a shimenawa tied around it; 
6) shrine for ancestors; 7) Inari shrine; 8) pet cemetery/shrine; 9) shrine at the end of the path; 10) creek that flows down into the 
river; 11) Pilchuck River 
















The Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America as a Community of Practice 
     
In the Field 
 
In the field 
Surrounded by people, but alone 
My head full of readings 
As I aspire to contribute 
I find myself lost in a sea of doubt 
Am I ready? 
 
Introduction 
 In this thesis, I will be looking at the “community of practice” that is formed 
around the Japanese religion Shinto as it is practiced in the United States. Community of 
practice is a theory of learning that focuses on practice (Lave and Wenger 1991, Wenger 
1998) and has since been adopted into sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology. 
According to this theory, members of a community learn through participation in the 
practice, or several, that then forms the focus of the community. I will argue that the 
Shinto community in the United States is formed through the practices associated with 
the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America.  
 Scholars have often described Shinto as being rooted in Japanese cultural practice 
(Reader 1991, Kawano 2005). It is native to Japan and has a long history associated with 
the Japanese people. However, a person does not have to be Japanese to practice the 
religion (Ishida 2008) and in the United States, and elsewhere, there are many non-
Japanese Shinto practitioners. I use the term “non-Japanese” to refer to anyone who is not 
culturally Japanese. That means people who have Japanese ancestry but were not raised 
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in Japan would be considered “non-Japanese” for the purpose of my research. The focus 
of this thesis, however, will not be on who is practicing Shinto in the United States, but 
on how community is formed through the shared practice of the religion outside of Japan.  
 Most of the research on Shinto in anthropology and related fields has been done 
on the practice of the religion in Japan. However, there are a few scholars who have 
looked at Shinto outside of Japan. John F. Embree conducted ethnographic research in 
Japanese immigrant communities in Hawaii in the 1930s (Embree 1941). His work 
compared the structure of immigrant communities with similar communities in Japan. As 
part of his research, Embree examined the religious practices of the immigrant 
population, which included the construction of some Shinto shrines. Many decades later, 
Paul G. Gomes III researched the history and contemporary use of the Shinto shrines in 
Hawaii (Gomes 2007). According to Embree and Gomes, Shinto was first brought to the 
United States by the immigrant workers in Hawaii who made and used shrines.  
 Some research on Shinto community building in the continental United States was 
done by Sarah Spaid Ishida (Ishida 2008). Ishida conducted research for her Master’s 
degree at the University of Florida on the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America in 2007, the 
same fieldsite that is the focus of this thesis. Ishida concerned herself with the question of 
Shinto community and how non-Japanese people became associated with it. 
 Ishida’s work looked at the creation of an American Shinto community by 
looking what factors brought non-Japanese people to the shrine community. For her work 
she visited the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America for a weekend Shinto seminar and 
interviewed the Reverend (the name I use for the Shinto priest at the shrine) and the other 
participants. Her work, however, was not an ethnographic study. Short term visits to a 
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community and interviews with its members can be helpful in gathering information 
about it. However, long-term participant observation provides some insights that other 
methods may miss. My eight week fieldwork at the shrine during the summer of 2015 
and my follow up visits of several days for the New Years’ celebrations of 2016 and 2017 
allowed me to not only talk with members while witnessing a snapshot of the community 
but to engage with them. I participated in the daily life of the shrine and worked closely 
with some of its people. As a new person in the community of practice, I was socialized 
in how to be a member by the Reverend and other community members. 
 I will argue that there are three practices that create the larger Shinto community 
of practice at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. Each of these practices in turn 
creates their own separate community of practice. The first practice I will discuss is that 
of the language used at the shrine. The shrine community is built through the language 
that is used by its members, which includes the use of a truncated Japanese that is 
centered around religious activities. The rituals at the shrine are the second practice that 
forms community. Shinto rituals are central to shrine activity as shrine members come to 
shrine to participate in rituals together. The third practice is Aikido, a Japanese martial art 
that has its founding in Shinto principals. Aikido is a way for new people to enter the 
Shinto community of practice surrounding the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. Since 
the Reverend is an Aikido teacher and the shrine also acts as a dojo (martial arts training 
hall), the practice of Aikido allows for non-Japanese people to become introduced to 
Shinto. It is through these three practices that we can see how a community surrounding 
the Japanese originating religion of Shinto can be formed and maintained in the United 
States. Members of the larger community do not have to participate in all three of these 
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practices, and the level of participation varies depending on the individual. For example, 
many shrine members and volunteers do not participate in Aikido. Likewise, there are 
Aikido students who choose not to be involved with the shrine rituals outside of their 
Aikido practice.  
 By looking at each of these three practices and the communities around them, we 
will see how the larger Shinto community of practice is formed at the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America. Next I will give a brief review of the Shinto religion and its 
cosmological narrative.  
 
Shinto Background 
 Shinto is a native Japanese religion that has a history stretching back thousands of 
years. However, Shinto was not recognized as a standard or “official” religion until 
Buddhism was introduced to Japan from Korea in sixth century. Before Buddhism, the 
practices that became Shinto were not distinguished from the daily lives of the people. 
The people in Japan at the time were organized into clans called uji and each uji had its 
own deity that it venerated (Matsumoto 1996). As the foreign religion entered Japan, the 
Japanese people solidified their own belief system to stand on the same level as 
Buddhism. In doing this they created a narrative that incorporated each of the uji’s deities 
and placed at the center of the narrative the deity of the imperial uji. The imperial uji is 
the ancestor to the current imperial family of Japan. 
 At the center of Shinto worship and practice are kami. The term kami is often 
translated into English as deity/deities, god/gods, goddess/goddesses, or spirit/spirits. 
However there is more to the term than just those translations and each single translation 
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leaves out an important aspect of the term. For instance, kami can also be used to describe 
something that is awe-inspiring. Anything that gives a person a sense of awe, such as a 
mountain or the ocean, can be said to be or possess kami. Since there is no perfect 
translation for the term, I will continue using the word “kami” throughout this thesis. 
 Unlike many of the world’s major religions, Shinto does not have a doctrine or a 
code of ethics (Ono 1962, 9-10). The closest thing it has to scripture is the cosmological 
narrative that is told in two books that were published in the 8th century, the Kojiki 
(Records of Ancient Matters) published in 712 AD and the Nihon Shoki (Chronicles of 
Japan), which also goes by the name Nihongi, published in 720 AD (Varley 2000). These 
two books are the oldest known writings by the Japanese people that are still in existence 
today and both include historical records and the cosmological narrative that forms the 
basis of Shinto.  
 The Shinto narrative in the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki starts with the birth of seven 
generations of kami before then describing the creation of the Japanese islands by two 
kami, Izanagi-no-Mikoto (a male kami) and Izanami-no-Mikoto (a female kami). The 
following synopsis of the cosmological narrative is based of the Donald L. Philippi’s 
translation of the Kojiki (1968). It is said that Izanagi and Izanami stood on the Heavenly 
Bridge where they used a jeweled spear to stir the brine below. When the spear was 
removed from the brine the drips that fell off became an island. Izanagi and Izanami got 
married and then proceeded to give birth to more islands and kami. When Izanami gave 
birth to the fire kami, her genitals were burned and she died. Not wanting to continue 
without his mate, Izanagi went to the underworld to bring Izanami back. However, when 
he saw her decaying body he instead fled and sealed up the entrance to the underworld, 
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locking Izanami inside. Feeling contaminated by his visit to the underworld, Izanagi 
stripped off his clothes and washed himself a river. This act is known as misogi and is an 
important ritual in both Shinto and Aikido, as will be discussed in chapters three and 
four. More kami came into being as Izanagi washed himself, including three noble kami 
that were born when Izanagi washed his face. From his nose came a kami by the name of 
Susanowo-no-Mikoto, from his right eye came Tukuyomi-no-Mikoto, and from his left 
eye came the kami that is said to be the ancestor of Japan’s imperial family, Amaterasu 
Omikami. Izanagi bestowed upon each of his three noble children a mission. Susanowo 
was made the ruler of the ocean, Tukuyomi was given the rule of night, and Amaterasu 
was placed in charge of the heavenly realm. Amaterasu is also associated with the sun.  
 At one point, Susanowo and Amaterasu got into an argument that angered 
Amaterasu to the extent that she concealed herself into a cave, which in turn cast the 
world into darkness. This concerned all the other kami as they gathered to discuss how to 
get her back out. A plan was devised where Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto, the guardian 
kami of entertainment, would create a distraction to draw Amaterasu’s attention. Ame-no-
Uzume-no-Mikoto exposed her breasts and genitals and began to dance while the other 
kami laughed. When Amaterasu poked her head out of the cave to ask what everyone was 
laughing about she was told that they had found another kami that was superior to her. 
Intrigued, Amaterasu stepped out of the cave to see this new kami. As she came out, one 
of the gathered kami held a mirror up to her, distracting her long enough for another kami 
to grab her and pull her all the way out of the cave. The entrance of the cave was then 
blocked to prevent her from going back in. As punishment for angering Amaterasu the 
other kami banished Susanowo.  
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 Later in the cosmological narrative, Amaterasu gives her grandson, Ninigi-no-
Mikoto, the task of descending from the heavenly realm to ruling over Japan. Before he 
departed she gave him three gifts: the mirror that was used to get Amaterasu out of the 
cave, maga-tama beads, and a sword. As Ninigi was about to descend, he came to a 
crossroads that had a tall and radiant kami standing in the middle of it. Ame-no-Uzume-
no-Mikoto was sent to talk to this new kami and found out that he was Sarutahiko Ōkami, 
an earthly kami who had come to guide Amaterasu’s grandson. With the help of 
Sarutahiko, Ninigi was able to descend and begin his reign. Ninigi is believed to be the 
ancestor of Japan’s imperial family. Later, Sarutahiko and Ame-no-Uzume got married. 
These two kami are the main kami of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine and the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America.  
 There are four main types of Shinto: Folk Shinto, Sect Shinto, Imperial House 
Shinto, and Shrine Shinto (Ueda 1996). The names of these four types may vary a little, 
but the classifications are agreed upon, for the most part, by Shinto scholars. I will be 
using the names provided by Kenji Ueda (1996). According to Ueda, Folk Shinto deals 
with the practice of the everyday person who makes offerings to local kami. It also 
incorporates practices and beliefs that are not part of the official Shinto establishment but 
are connected to Shinto thought. Folk Shinto is done by the layman and does not include 
the practices of priests. Sect Shinto, on the other hand describes the new religions that 
were founded in Japan at the beginning of the 20th century. These new religions were 
seen as incorporating aspects of Shinto, and so were placed together under this title. 
Imperial House Shinto is centered on rites for the imperial ancestors and is performed in 
imperial institutions. The Emperor himself performs the ceremonies in this type of 
  8 
 
Shinto. Imperial House Shinto is not open to the public. When the rule of Japan was 
taken from the Tokugawa Shogunate and given back to the Emperor in the late 19th 
century, Shinto became a tool to justify the Emperor’s power. This was done by drawing 
on the narrative that Amaterasu is the ancestor of the imperial family and that she had 
intended her descendants to rule Japan. The use of Shinto to justify the Emperor’s rule is 
known as State Shinto. According to Ueda, State Shinto can be seen as a combination of 
Imperial House Shinto and Shrine Shinto (1996). State Shinto was ended when Japan lost 
the Second World War and the Allied occupation stripped the Emperor of his political 
power. This is a fairly common organization of Shinto practice. The focus of this thesis 
will be on Shrine Shinto.  
 Shrine Shinto describes the organized Shinto practice that takes place at Shinto 
shrines and is led by priests. The Japanese term jinja means shrine and so Shrine Shinto 
can also be referred to as jinja Shinto. There are thousands of shrines all across Japan, 
both big and small, and they fulfill a number of ceremonial purposes for Shinto 
practitioners. Each shrine is dedicated to at least one kami, though most usually have 
several kami enshrined at their location. “The tendency is to restrict enshrinement to the 
following: Amaterasu as the mythical head of the imperial line; the kami who appear in 
the myth of the origin of Japan; the ancestors of the emperors and famous clans; the kami 
of food and productivity, of land and profession; and finally, historical figures who have 
made an outstanding contribution to society” (Ueda, 1996, 35). Kami do not have to be 
human-like, but those that do not share human features are often not enshrined on shrine 
grounds. 
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The Fieldsite 
 The Tsubaki Grand Shrine was the first shrine established in the area that is 
Japan’s Mie prefecture today. It has been at its current location for over 2000 years. The 
main kami that are venerated at the shrine are Sarutahiko Ōkami and Ame-no-Uzume-no-
Mikoto, the married couple. Sarutahiko Ōkami is the earthly kami of guidance, justice, 
and protection while Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto is the guardian kami of entertainment, 
art, and marriage (Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 2017). Although there are other 
shrines dedicated to these kami, the Tsubaki Grand Shrine is considered to be the main 
shrine for Sarutahiko Ōkami and Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto. This is partly due to the fact 
that Sarutahiko Ōkami and Ninigi-Mikoto are said to have first arrived from the heavenly 
realm in the same location the shrine is built.  
 In 1987, a sister shrine to the Tsubaki Grand Shrine was established in Stockton, 
California. This shrine was called the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America (also sometimes 
refered to as Tsubaki America or by its Japanese name America Tsubaki Okami Yashiro) 
and it also enshrined Sarutahiko Ōkami and Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto. The leader of the 
group that established this American Shinto shrine was Reverend Yukitaka Yamamoto, 
the 96th head priest of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine. While the shrine was in Stockton, 
priests from the Tsubaki Garand Shrine in Japan took turns living in the United States 
and looking after the shrine. Reverend Yamamoto noted that “[t]he primary objective of 
Tsubaki America is not to proselytize but to provide a place for a forum for growth in 
mutual understanding between the United States and Japan in introducing Shinto and by 
searching together for ways to work for world peace through presentation, participation, 
encounter and dialogue” (Yamamoto 1999, 57). After World War II, many in the west 
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saw Shinto in a negative light and Reverend Yamamoto hoped that the shrine could help 
change the image many Americans had of Shinto.  
 In 1992 the Reverend, my participant for this research, established his own shrine 
in Granite Falls, Washington, called Kannagara Jinja. He received training from the 
priests in Stockton on how to maintain his shrine and seeing his dedication to the practice 
of Shinto they helped him get licensed as a priest, making him the first ever non-Japanese 
Shinto priest. In 2001, 17 acres of land adjacent to Kannagara Jinja was donated to the 
Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America and the shrine moved from California to Washington. 
The two shrines were combined and the Reverend was made head priest put in charge of 
the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America.   
 
 
Figure 1.1: Front of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 
(Photo from the shrine’s Facebook page) 
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The People 
 There are four people who work at the shrine and these were the people I had the 
most interaction with. They are the Reverend, his wife, the Shrine Assistant, and the 
Groundskeeper. For their privacy I will not be providing their names but instead will 
stick to the terms provided above. Since the terms will act as their names, I will be 
capitalizing them.  
 According to his biography on the shrine’s webpage, the Reverend started out as 
an Aikido instructor before he became a Shinto priest and has over 40 years experience as 
a teacher of the martial art (Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 2017). In 1993 he created a 
shrine by the name of Kannagara Jinja to enshrine the spirits of Sarutahiko Ōkami and 
Morihei Ueshiba. He traveled to the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America (which was in 
Stockton, California, at that time) as well as the Tsubaki Grand Shrine in Japan to receive 
training on how to care for his shrine. Reverend Yukitaka Yamamoto, the 96th head priest 
of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine in Japan, stated in his book that the Reverend “is no doubt a 
rare person who has been really trying to overcome the difficulties of understanding the 
true meaning of Shinto, to continue day and night gyo or ascetic practice, misogi, and 
who has finally become a Shinto priest, the first American in Shinto history. Now, he 
says, Kannagara Jinja is a Shinto shrine with an Aikido dojo” (Yamamoto 1999, 61). 
Since Reverend Yamamoto wrote this about the Reverend in his book, the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America moved from Stockton to Granite Falls and merged with the Kannagara 
Jinja and the Reverend became the head priest of both.  
 The Reverend is the head priest and is responsible for the ritual part of the shrine 
activities while his wife runs the business side of things. The Shrine Assistant helps the 
  12 
 
Reverend with chores around the shrine as well as with ceremonies. He also cleans the 
haiden (worship hall) and helps with groundskeeping. The Groundskeeper is at the shrine 
several days a week doing work on the outside of the shrine building. Both the Shrine 
Assistant and the Groundskeeper are paid employees of the shrine and neither of them are 
of Japanese heritage. These four were my main teachers in the community. I also 
interacted with shrine members and Aikido students, all of who will be described as such 
through this thesis.  
 Most of the other volunteers and Aikido students I interacted with at the shrine 
were not of Japanese heritage. Though many of the people who came to visit the shrine 
grounds were Japanese immigrants or from Japanese families, from my experience, the 
majority of the people who participated in the community came from different 
backgrounds. In my interview with the Reverend, he noted that the most of the shrine 
members, people who pay yearly shrine membership fees, are not Japanese. It is 
interesting to note that even though the shrine is able to continue functioning due to the 
patronage of Japanese families living in North America, a lot of the help for maintaining 
the shrine comes from people who do not have family ties to Japan. For this project I was 
not able to delve into the question of who is practice Shinto in the United States and why 
due to some limits I faced that will be discussed later. However, I feel that it is important 
to note my observations of the people I saw participating to provide the readers with a 
better understanding of the community that is at the heart of this thesis.  
 
Literature Review 
Early Anthropological Work on Japanese Culture 
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 Probably one of the most well-known early ethnographies about Japanese culture 
was Ruth Benedict’s The Chrysanthemum and the Sword. Benedict did her research 
during WWII in an effort to help the people in the United States understand the Japanese 
people. Because she could not go to Japan for her research, Benedict had to rely on 
Japanese immigrants for her information (Benedict 1946). Although her work did not 
specifically focus on Japanese religion, Benedict did touch on it. She mentioned that the 
Japanese felt they would win the war because their “spirit” was superior to American 
technology. Benedict explained that the kamikaze pilots took their name from the old 
storms that had protected Japan in the past (Benedict 1946, 24). These storms had saved 
Japan from Mongol invasion centuries before and the Japanese hoped that their spirit and 
effort would save them from another foreign invasion. 
 Another anthropologist who did research on Japanese culture around the same 
time as Benedict was John F. Embree. Embree did work both in a Japanese village in 
Kumamoto prefecture in Japan and a Japanese immigrant community in Kona, Hawaii. 
Using his earlier work from the Kumamoto village, Embree compared the community 
setup of Japanese people in Japan and Hawaii (Embree 1941). His research was 
conducted in the 1930s, before the second World War, and so it paints a picture of 
Japanese immigrant life before hostilities peaked between the United States and Japan. 
Religion was one of the many topics discussed by Embree and he explained that the 
immigrant community in Kona, Hawaii had both Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines.  
 Embree also noted the use of domestic altars by the community. “In every house 
in Kona, just as in Japan, there is a sacred corner or place where the household shrine is 
located” (Embree 1941, 104). The household shrine he mentioned is the Buddhist 
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domestic altar called a butsudan and Embree explained that the feeling in the community 
was that a home was not complete without one. He also noted that close to the butsudan 
was where the kamidana, Shinto domestic altar, was kept. Even though both Shinto and 
Buddhism were found in the Hawaiian Japanese community, he noted that Buddhism 
seemed to have held a more central role in the people’s lives.  
 Because Shinto in Japan was under the influence of the Japanese government 
during the time of Embree’s research, many aspects of Shinto, especially that of State 
Shinto, were not found in the practice among the Japanese immigrant community in 
Hawaii. For example, the priests at the shrines in Hawaii were not Japanese government 
officials (Embree 1941, 117). “Whereas in rural Japan most people are simultaneously 
Buddhist and Shinto, in Hawaii on the other hand, possibly under the influence of 
Christian ideology which stipulates one God and one religion, some people say they are 
Buddhist and others that they are Shinto, as if the two were mutually exclusive” (Embree 
1941, 117). Even though people in Kona did not consider themselves to be both Buddhist 
and Shinto, Shinto rituals still played a role in the community. Embree noted that during 
the New Year, families would invite the shrine priest to their house to perform a 
purification ceremony, or oharai. There was also an instance where a priest was called to 
perform an oharai service for a man whose house had burned down (Embree 1941, 47). 
The oharai was performed over the man’s property before the man and his neighbors 
began to rebuild. Some of the financial support for the both the Shinto shrines and the 
Buddhist temples in Hawaii during Embree’s research came from neighborhood groups 
called kumi. These neighborhood groups have several families in them and they function 
to help each other out. In the example above about the man whose house burnt down, it 
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was his kumi who came to help him rebuild. They also donated money to help him out. 
At the beginning of each year the kumi members came together to pay their membership 
dues and to elect kumi officers. At the same meeting, the members would also decide 
how much money their group would donate to the local temple and shrine (Embree 1941, 
40). “In one small kumi of eight households the dues are one dollar twenty cents each, 
and of the nine sixty total, eight dollars goes to various temples and churches” (Embree 
1941, 40). Through Embree’s work we can see that Shinto originally came to the United 
States with Japanese immigrants.  
 Benedict and Embree’s work were some of the first ethnographic research done 
on Japanese culture. Both looked at Japanese immigrants in the United States and Embree 
also did some fieldwork in a Japanese village. Even though these scholars faced some 
difficulties due to the events of their time period, for example Benedict had to do her 
research in the United States due to hostilities between the United States and Japan, these 
two scholars laid the groundwork for future research on the anthropology of Japan by 
Western scholars. Both Benedict and Embree examined Japanese culture and tried to 
determine what it was to be Japanese. Since then, scholars have expanded on their work, 
including questioning the very idea that there is one homogenous way to be Japanese 
(Kondo 1990). 
Anthropology of Shinto 
 Anthropologists who have researched religion in contemporary Japan have found 
that even though the majority of Japanese people do not consider themselves to be 
“religious” they participate in what are usually considered, by people in the West, to be 
religious practices, such as maintaining domestic altars and visiting Shinto shrines and 
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Buddhist temples to pray (Reader 1991). This has led a number of anthropologists of 
Japan to argue that belief is not always necessary for religious practice (Reader 1991, 
Kawano 2005). People can actively participate in religious practices without having to 
necessarily believe in the cosmological narrative or consider themselves adherents of the 
religion.  
 Ian Reader (1991) was the first anthropologist to specifically explore the 
perceived contradiction of practice without belief in contemporary Japan. He had 
witnessed participants in his study who had told him they were not religious, pray at the 
Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples that they took him to. Reader also noted that most, if 
not all, Japanese families are members of a Buddhist temple. This is largely due to the 
fact that during Japan’s Tokugawa Period (1603-1868) families were required to register 
with temples as a way of combating the growing popularity of Christianity in Japan. Even 
though most Japanese families are registered with a Buddhist temple, Reader explained 
that many people do not learn what sect their families are registered with until someone 
in their family dies (Reader 1991, 3). Because funerals in Japan are usually done in the 
Buddhist tradition, they provide the opportunity for Japanese people to learn the Buddhist 
sect of their family. Also of interest is the number of Japanese people who participate in 
seasonal ceremonies that are associated with religious practice: “It is estimated that over 
80 per cent of the Japanese take part either regularly or occasionally in hatsumōde, the 
New Year’s visit to shrines and temples” (Reader 1991, 10). Reader noted that many of 
the people he talked to did not consider hatsumōde to be a religious event but rather a 
social one.  
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However, they are going to religious centres (shrines) and they do take 
part in what are, for want of a better word, religious actions: anyone 
observing the New Year’s crowds will quickly note that, no matter 
whether they are merely going along for social and cultural reasons, 
everyone does join their hands in prayer and make offerings (Reader 1991, 
11).  
 
Many people also end up acquiring omamori (amulets) and omikuji (fortunes) during 
hatsumōde. Reader describes the religious mentality in Japan as having a “do it and see” 
attitude (Reader 1991, 20). People participate in religious activities because there is a 
chance it may be helpful to them. As an example of this, “students who might normally 
not see themselves as religiously active, but who are ready and able to make use of the 
religious world when they need to, are liable to petition deities of education for help in 
passing examinations and getting in to desired schools and colleges” (Reader 1991, 20-
21). Thus, Reader found that many Japanese people turned to religious practices in times 
of need.  
 In her work in Kamakura, Japan, Satsuki Kawano (2005) argued that many of the 
practices that are associated with Japanese religion, both Shinto and Buddhism, were also 
found in the secular everyday lives of Japanese people. She discussed two types of 
actions: 1) key ritual actions and 2) restricting ritual actions. The “key ritual actions” are 
the types of actions that are found in both the ritual and everyday contexts whereas the 
“restricting ritual actions” are usually only performed in ritual settings (Kawano 2005). 
Kawano considers actions like bowing, cleaning, purification, and offering and sharing 
are considered by Kawano to be key ritual actions: “Japanese people bow when greeting 
each other, showing respect, being polite, thanking, asking a favor, or apologizing” 
(Kawano 2005, 41). Bows are used the same way for other people as well as kami and 
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ancestors. Similarly, the concepts of cleaning and purification are found in both the 
religious and the secular contexts. “Just as it is essential to have a clean house, it is good 
to keep the family grave tidy so that ancestors will feel comfortable” (Kawano 2005, 42). 
Also, gift giving is an essential part of maintaining social ties in Japanese culture. The 
term giri, meaning social obligation in Japanese, is often used to refer to the social 
requirement to give and share (Davies and Ikeno 2002). “The act of offering is thought to 
embody the quality of relationships between persons as well as among people, kami, and 
hotoke [the term hotoke can be used for both ancestors and Buddha]” (Kawano 2005, 44). 
The actions that Kawano described as being restricted to ritual settings are actions like 
clapping hands for kami and joining hands for hotoke, offering branches to kami and 
incense to hotoke, and delivering norito (Shinto prayer) to kami and chanting sutras for 
hotoke (Kawano 2005). All of the “restricting ritual actions” are only used for ritual 
contexts. The “key ritual actions” are the ones that show us how religious practices in 
Japan have a connection to cultural practices. The shared actions between the two have 
helped form the narrative that Shinto is rooted in Japanese culture.  
 Another anthropologist who has studied Shinto is Karen A. Smyers. Smyers 
(1999) researched the practice surrounding one particular kami by the name of Inari. She 
explained that there is still some debate about who exactly Inari is and there are several 
different kami that have been associated with Inari. With this in mind, Inari is one of the 
most worshiped kami. There are shrines all around Japan dedicated to Inari and Smyers 
also explored the ways used by individuals to personalize the kami for their own practice. 
Inari is usually seen as the guardian kami of rice and food production as well as 
economic success. This kami is also famously associated with foxes, which are usually 
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used to depict the presence of Inari. Smyers explained that many laypeople think that 
foxes are actually the kami itself while Shinto priests adamantly assure them that that is 
not the case and that foxes are merely associated with Inari and not the manifestation of it 
(Smyers 1999). Smyers’ research on Inari looked at how the kami is used not only in 
shrine Shinto but also in Buddhism and folk Shinto. She explored the practices of 
individuals and discussed them in comparison to the institutions that are the shrines.  
 While Smyers’ work focused on particular practices surrounding the kami Inari, 
John K. Nelson (1996) did ethnographic research at a Shinto shrine in Nagasaki, Japan. 
His work looked at the yearly ritual cycle of the Suwa shrine and its place in the 
community. Shinto shrines are usually built in physical locations that have some spiritual 
meaning to the religion. They can be places that are important to the cosmological 
narrative or places that are seen as possessing the essence of kami. The Suwa shrine, 
however, was originally built as a political move to combat the spread of Christianity in 
Japan (Nelson 1996). Christianity was first brought to Japan by the European traders in 
the 16th century. Japan was going through a civil war at the time, and the trade goods 
brought by the Europeans were wanted by some of the daimyo, or regional lords. As a 
result, the daimyo permitted Christian missionaries into their lands. Nagasaki, a city on 
Japan’s Kyushu island, was one of the port cities used by European traders. When Japan 
was reunited under the Tokugawa clan, thus founding the Tokugawa Shogunate, the new 
military leaders began to see Christianity as a threat to the structure of Japanese society 
and Christians were persecuted. The shrines and temples in Nagasaki had been burned 
down by Christian zealots and so the Shogun (military leader) ordered the building of the 
Suwa shrine in 1614 to reestablish a Shinto presence in the city (Nelson 1996, 17). 
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Nelson shows us that even though most Shinto shrines in Japan were originally 
established in locations with an important religious meaning, there has been some 
variation when it comes to the choice of location for establishing a shrine. Indeed, the 
Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America was first established in California as a way to share 
Shinto with the United States. The anthropological work on Shinto, so far, has been 
mostly focused on the religion and its place in Japan. There has been very little 
ethnographic work on Shinto in contexts outside of Japan.  
Shinto in the United States 
    There has been some work done on Shinto in the United States in fields other than 
anthropology. Even though these past research projects are not ethnographic, they are 
important to the overall body of work on Shinto practice outside of Japan. As mentioned, 
Paul G. Gomes III has written in his Master’s thesis about the history and contemporary 
practice of Shinto in Hawaii (2007). He explained that Shinto first came to the Hawaiian 
Islands through Japanese immigrant workers and discusses how the practice of the 
religion changed to adapt to the Hawaiian cultural environment.  
[T]he founders of these first shrines were not religious professionals but 
instead devout people drawn from the workers in the area who were 
concerned about providing a religious solution to the difficult work they 
had to endure […] these first shrines are built in areas near sugar 
plantations and not the urban center of Honolulu (Gomes 2007, 17).  
 
Shinto priests later came from Japan to work at the Hawaiian shrines. During the build up 
of hostilities between the United States and Japan in the 1930s and 1940s, the people who 
used the shrines in Hawaii found themselves needing to prove they were not associated 
with State Shinto in Japan. To show that they were American, the practitioners at the 
shrines started worshipping the spirit of George Washington and made Memorial Day a 
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central part of their religious calendar (Gomes 2007). There were even some shrines that 
enshrined the spirits of Abraham Lincoln and King Kamehameha, the first king of Hawaii 
(Gomes 2007). Because Shinto in Hawaii has its own history embedded in the islands 
Gomes calls it Kama ‘aina Shinto. According to Gomes, Kama ‘aina means ‘of the land’ 
in native Hawaiian (Gomes 2007, 6). 
 As mentioned earlier, Sarah Spaid Ishida (2008) looked at the creation of a Shinto 
community in the United States by studying the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. For 
her Master’s thesis research in Religious Studies, she attended a weekend seminar on 
Shinto at the shrine and interviewed the Reverend and the other seminar participants. 
Ishida also used some of the information provided by the shrine’s listserv. In her thesis, 
Ishida argued that “[a]lthough Shinto is a Japanese religion the existence of this 
community has taken Shinto out of the realm of exclusivity to Japan and the Japanese, 
and has placed it in a larger context of global religion” (Ishida 2008, 9). Ishida noted the 
extent to which Americans where using the shrine and she came up with four categories 
of American practitioners based off of how they became interested in Shinto: “1) physical 
disciplines 2) religious experimentation, 3) scholarly pursuits, or 4) through their 
Japanese heritage” (Ishida 2008, 48). For Ishida, the first category, physical disciplines, 
included people who were drawn to Shinto through participating in misogi and/or Aikido. 
She also found that some chose to practice Shinto because they found that it matched 
well with their Neopagan beliefs, which is how she came up with the second category. 
The third and fourth categories are fairly self-explanatory, those are for the people who 
were introduced to Shinto through either academic studies or their Japanese heritage. 
Ishida’s categories are helpful in understanding who is choosing to practice Shinto in the 
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United States. Ishida has shown that there is diversity in Shinto practice. This thesis will 
expand on Ishida’s work and will look at Shinto community creation through the 
community of practice theory. I will argue that community is built through practice and 
will highlight this through my experience of joining the community of the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America.  
Communities of Practice 
 The concept of communities of practice was first introduced by Jean Lave and 
Etienne Wenger as a theory of learning (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). In this 
theory, learning comes from interactions with others and not from individual study with 
guidance from a teacher (Wenger 1998). Wenger noted that everyone belongs to several 
communities of practice and these communities can, and do, change throughout an 
individual’s lifetime. For example, schools and work places are communities of practice 
that people participate in (Wenger 1998, 6). The interactions people have in these 
communities center around the shared practice of the community. In schools, students are 
engaging with each other and the teachers through practices like lessons, homework, and 
even recess. In the workplace, employees engage with their coworkers, bosses, and 
customers through the practices that are central to their jobs. Communities of practice are 
also formed around activities like hobbies (Wenger 1998, 6). When people get together 
share their interest in a particular pastime they are engaging in a community that is 
centered on practice. This is a little more apparent when it comes to hobbies that require 
group interaction, like sports or role-playing games, but communities of practice also 
exist with hobbies that are more individualistic in nature, like crocheting and knitting. A 
person who crochets may do most of their work alone, but also has the ability to engage 
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with other crocheters to discuss their practice, share their work, as well as give advice on 
patterns, hooks, and yarns.    
 After it was introduced as a theory of learning, Penelope Eckert and Sally 
McConnell-Ginet (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992) applied communities of practice to 
sociolinguistics. Sociolinguists and linguistic anthropologists use communities of practice 
to discuss how language is one of many practices that a community or group engages in. 
Certain forms of language may even develop from a particular activity that a community 
shares, creating ways of speaking that are unique to the members. An example of this 
would be the jargon that goes along with a certain profession or activity. However, words 
are not the only features in the language of a speech community, different ways of 
speaking may be present as well. For example, the community of practice at the Tsubaki 
Grand Shrine of America makes use of Japanese in its English speaking environment, as 
we will discuss in chapter 2. Mary Bucholtz (1999) talked about communities of practice 
in her work about “nerd girls.” She expanded on the concept to make communities of 
practice helpful in investigating gendered identities (Bucholtz 1999).  
 According to Wenger, practice is a social engagement that includes both the 
explicit and implicit, what is said as well as what goes unsaid (Wenger 1998, 47). 
Examples of explicit elements of a community of practice are well-defined rules and 
regulations, documents, symbols, and images (Wenger 1998, 47). Untold rules, embodied 
understandings, subtle cues, and shared a worldview are examples of what may go unsaid 
in a community, the implicit, but are just as important as the stated elements (Wenger 
1998, 47). Members of a community of practice must be able to navigate both of these.    
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 One of the benefits to the communities of practice theory is its focus on 
individuals and their interactions within the group. It recognizes both central members 
and members on the periphery and their contributions to the community rather than 
focusing on core members while ignoring those who are at the edge of the group 
participation. All members are seen as having some sort of influence, large or small, over 
the group. However, this does not mean that all individuals have complete agency to join 
and leave groups at their own will: “Individuals do not have access to communities based 
solely on their desire to be part of that community and to take part in its practices. While 
practices may define the community, the community determines who has access to that 
practice” (Davies 2005, 557). This is important to keep in mind as we discuss 
communities of practice. Even though practice is what allows people into a community, 
members of the community decide who can participate in their community’s practice. 
One study found that Wiccan communities of practice tend to be careful about who they 
permit to join due to the marginalized status of this religious practice (Merriam, 
Courtenay, and Baumgartner 2003). The work done by Sharan Merriam, Bradley 
Courtenay, and Lisa Baumgartner used the community of practice framework with an 
analysis of Wiccan activities and identity formation (2003). They noted the marginalized 
statues of the Wiccan community and discussed how members used their practice to learn 
how to be participants in the community.  
 Other than the work by Merriam, Courtenay, and Baumgartner, there has not been 
much research done on communities of practice with respect to religion or religious 
communities. This thesis will be looking at the community of practice surrounding Shinto 
in the United States, focusing particularly on the community of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine 
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of America. The larger community of practice at the shrine is created through several 
different practices, which each have their own community associated with them. 
Members of these smaller, interlocking, communities of practice form the membership of 
the larger Shinto community of practice. The three main practices that this thesis will 
focus on are language, ritual activities, and Aikido. It is through participation in these 
practices that members negotiate meaning with each other while also providing the 
opportunity for new members to learn through socialization. Through my work at the 
shrine, I became a new member of the community of practice and was placed in the 
position of learning from the Reverend and the other members of the community. 
Because of this I drew on my own position in the community of practice, as will be 
explained below. 
Communitas 
 Victor Turner expanded on Van Gennep’s work on rites of passage studying ritual 
among the Ndembu people. “Van Gennep has shown that all rites of passage or 
‘transitions’ are marked by three phases: separation, margin (or limen, signifying 
‘threshold’ in Latin), and aggregation” (Turner 1969:94). Specifically, Turner focused on 
the middle of the three phases and talked about the concept of liminality and how it 
creates, what Turner called, communitas among the ritual participants. Communitas is a 
sense of camaraderie that is felt by the people who go through a rite of passage together.  
 According to Turner, during the liminal phase of the ritual participants are of an 
equal status with each other but are outside of their community.  
They [neophytes] may be disguised as monsters, wear only a strip of 
clothing, or even go naked, to demonstrate that as liminal beings they have 
no status, property, insignia, secular clothing indicating rank or role, 
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position in a kinship system –in short, nothing that may distinguish them 
from their fellow neophytes or initiands (V. Turner 1969, 95).  
 
He noted that when a group of initiands consisted of both males and females they would 
still be dressed the same and were referred to by the same term (V. Turner 1969, 102-
103).  “The neophyte in liminality must be a tabula rosa, a blank slate, on which is 
inscribed the knowledge and wisdom of the group, in those respects that pertain to the 
new status” (V. Turner 1969, 103). During the liminality phase of a rite, the initiands 
have no status, because they are between statuses, and can often be treated like servants 
or slaves, as in his descriptive case of the Ndembu chief-elect during the installation rites.  
 According to Turner, communitas can also be found outside of rites of passage in 
any community of people who are in a marginal status with respect to social structure. 
The key to communitas is that it comes when there is a lack of social structure. Edith 
Turner expanded on Victor Turner’s concept of communitas (2012). She explained that 
communitas cannot be forced on anyone and that it is a spontaneous thing that occurs 
between people in times and places that lack social structure. “Communitas arises in 
many locations: in the rituals of Africa and other preindustrial cultures, and in churches, 
temples, mosques, and shrines all over the world, often brought on by collective prayer” 
(E. Turner 2012, 5). Edith Turner also talked about false communitas. She explained that 
this is when a group or organization attempt to create an artificial communitas. Turner 
gave an example from a woman who joined a group hike up a mountain (E. Turner 2012, 
15-16). The hike lasted for several days and each day when they would stop for the night 
the guides would make everyone participate in a circle conversation where they would 
share their highs and lows of the day. Turner noted that this structured activity was an 
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attempt to form communitas among the hikers but it failed to do so because communitas 
is something that must happen spontaneously and it has to be voluntary.  
 Communitas can be found through collective prayer in the rituals at the Tsubaki 
Grand Shrine of America. From my experience, as shrine members participated in rituals 
and read or recited Shinto prayers there was an opportunity for a sense of communitas to 
form. This communitas through practice helps bond members of the community together. 
As we will be discussed later, many of the community members do not live near the 
shrine grounds and so the connections made through collective prayer help maintain 
connections long distance. More about communitas and membership in the community of 
practice will be discussed in Chapter 3.  
 
Methodology 
 My first visit to the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America was in March of 2015. I 
took a road trip to Granite Falls, Washington, during spring break to see the shrine and 
meet the Reverend. Before my trip, I had had some previous interactions with him 
through email in which I scheduled a kitō, special Shinto prayer. At the end of the prayer, 
I signed up to become a shrine member and asked the Reverend if I could return over the 
summer to do my fieldwork. He graciously agreed to allow me to do my research at the 
shrine and I proceeded to make the arrangements for the summer. 
 The bulk of my fieldwork was done during eight weeks in the summer of 2015. I 
also returned for two weeks in winter of 2015/2016 and again for winter of 2016/2017 to 
participate in the shrine’s New Year activities. As will be explained later, New Year is a 
very important time for a Shinto shrine. For my summer fieldwork, I was able to find an 
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apartment in Everett, Washington, that allowed me to pay month to month without a six-
month lease. The apartment complex was just down the street from Boeing so they were 
used to having students come for the summer to intern with the plane company. Every 
time I interacted with the people in the main office, which was not too often, they would 
ask me how my internship was going. In which case I would politely remind them that I 
was the student studying Shinto in Granite Falls. When I returned to the shrine over the 
winter I was able to stay at the shrine kaikan, or guesthouse.  
 During the summer I spent six days a week at the shrine. On top of doing my 
research I was also a shrine volunteer and did some volunteer work most of the days I 
was at the shrine. I usually had Fridays off except for the Friday before the Nagoshi-no-
Oharai Taisai, the Great Mid-Year Purification ceremony. The Reverend always told me 
to go do “something fun” on my days off but I usually ended up just going grocery 
shopping and doing laundry. I also used the time to catch up on some fieldnotes and 
relax. On most days I arrived at the shrine between 10:30 and 11:00 in the morning. On 
my first day, the Reverend gave me keys to the front gate and the basement that had all 
the tools in it. If I arrived before him, I could open up the shrine grounds and begin work. 
Most days, however, he was there before me. Every day when I arrived at the shrine I 
would first approach the shrine building to say good morning to the Reverend and ask 
him what projects he would like me to work on. On the few days that I was there first, I 
would begin work and then greet him when he arrived. The Reverend would often have 
me join him for chohai, the morning prayer. However, there were some days that he 
would do chohai by himself; those were usually the days he had a busy schedule.  
  29 
 
 On most days, I stayed at the shrine until mid-afternoon although some days I left 
earlier due to the oppressive heat. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, I would work until 5:00 
and then have an hour break before Aikido. The beginner’s Aikido class, which was 
taught by one of the advanced Aikido students, always began at 6:00. Most of the time I 
was the only student in the class, though there were days when some of the other Aikido 
students would come early to participate in the beginner’s class. The regular class, taught 
by the Reverend, began at 7:00 and would last until 9:00. This meant that on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays I didn't leave the shrine until about 9:15 or so. On Saturdays I aimed to be 
at the shrine by 7:45 in the morning because we would do misogi, the river purification 
ritual. On those mornings I would always begin by cleaning up the sandō, the main 
approach to the shrine. This consisted of picking up leaves and raking the gravel. When 
the time came, I would go inside to change for misogi. After misogi we would do chohai 
and prepare for Aikido. Saturday Aikido lessons were from 10:00am to 12:00pm. There 
was no beginner’s class on Saturdays. 
 As part of my fieldwork, I participated in the shrine upkeep. Most days I did 
miscellaneous chores outside. Much of the work consisted of pulling weeds and cleaning 
up different areas of the shrine grounds. The Groundskeeper worked from Tuesdays to 
Fridays so I spent a lot of time working with him on his outside projects. The Shrine 
Assistant worked on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and as he was also one of the Reverend’s 
advanced Aikido students he was there all day and stayed for Aikido in the evening. On 
Thursdays, the Shrine Assistant and I would go into the shrine building to clean the 
haiden, the hall of worship. This was always a nice break from the work outside.  
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 On my second week at the shrine, after I had gotten use to my routine, I asked the 
Reverend if it was acceptable for me to interview people who visited the shrine. In my 
original plan for the project, I had planned on talking to people who visited the shrine as 
well as shrine members. After my first week at the shrine, I sensed that the appropriate 
way to treat visitors was to let them enjoy the grounds in peace, and I figured that 
interviews would not be welcome. However, I decided to ask the Reverend just to clarify. 
Indeed, his response was that visitors were to be left alone. This was disappointing, but it 
was not a major blow to my project. The questions I had planned on asking casual 
visitors to the shrine were just a small part of what I was hoping to learn from my time at 
the shrine. However, I later learned that I was not allowed to interview anyone.  
 After Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai I was talking with a shrine member who was 
visiting from California. I told him about my project and he provided me with some 
helpful sources to look into. When I asked him if I could interview him, he agreed 
enthusiastically. He suggested that we do the interview immediately because he had some 
time before his flight back to California. Before leaving the shrine to do the interview, I 
wanted to check with the Reverend to make sure he did not need help putting things 
away. The ceremony had ended not long before and there were still quite a few people 
around. The shrine member had found the Reverend before me and as I approached them 
the Reverend looked at me and said, “Teddy, we already talked about interviews.” It 
turned out that the Reverend had meant I was not allowed to interview anyone at the 
shrine, not just visitors. I felt horrible and apologized to him for my misunderstanding. 
When I arrived at the shrine the next day, the Reverend further explained his reasons to 
me. He told me that Shinto is something that is experienced individually and that it is 
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personal. He also stated that to understand Shinto a person must experience it for himself 
or herself. The Reverend said that he would give me an interview, but that I was not 
allowed to interview shrine members. As we were enjoying tea after misogi (misogi will 
be discussed in more detail in chapter 3) the following Saturday, he again emphasized to 
me the importance of personal experience in Shinto practice. We were talking about how 
wonderful the morning was and how great our misogi practice had been. He explained 
further, telling me experiences like misogi, which are personally felt, are what Shinto is 
about. He also noted that the experience is deeply felt and hard for people to explain. 
Reflexive Method 
 Because I was not able to ask members of the shrine community about their 
experiences with Shinto, I am not able to include the perspectives of the practitioner in 
this thesis. I will instead need to rely on my own experiences as a shrine volunteer and a 
new member to the community of practice. This ethnography of the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America will take a reflexive approach as I examine my role in the community. 
Among many others, anthropologists such as Dorinne Kondo (1990) and Karen 
McCarthy Brown (1991) have considered their positions in their research and how that 
affected the information they gathered. Kondo (1990) noted that her position as a sansei 
(third generation Japanese American) woman working in Japan gave her a different 
experience, as well as access to different information, than ethnographers who were men 
and/or not Japanese American. In a similar way to Kondo, Brown (1991) noted how her 
position in her research played a role in what she was able to discover. She had started 
out solely as a researcher studying vodou and later became close friends with her key 
participant and vodou priestess, Alourdes. Brown even went through a vodou initiation, 
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which gave her a different status in the community and allowed her a more central role in 
vodou ceremonies (Brown 1991, 8). The role of the ethnographer is an important thing to 
note in all anthropological studies. Brown noted, “ethnographic research, whatever else it 
is, is a form of human relationship” (Brown 1991, 12). The anthropologist builds 
relationships with their research participants and those relationships are what provide the 
information that informs the ethnographic research. In this thesis, I will reflect on my role 
as a new member in the community as I learn the practices necessary to participate in 
Shinto. It is also through my own experiences that I infer the existence of communitas 
among shrine members during rituals.  
 On the note of personal experience being key to Shinto practice, I decided to 
compose some poems about my experiences with this project. There will be a poem at the 
beginning of each chapter, similar to the one at the beginning of this chapter. With the 
poems I hope to give the reader a small sense of what I felt and experienced as I 
conducted the project.   
Fieldnotes 
 Throughout my days at the shrine, I carried a small black notebook with me so 
that I could jot down things I noticed and any thoughts I had while I was working. On the 
days that I joined the Reverend in chohai I would immediately write down my 
observations about the ritual once it was done. I kept note of the variations in the ritual as 
a way of trying to figure out what parts of the morning prayer were more important than 
others (I will be discussing chohai in more detail in chapter 3). In my small notebook I 
also kept track of things like the times that I arrived and departed from the shrine, how 
many people I noticed visiting during the day, details about the activities and rituals I 
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participated in, as well as some of the language used by the Reverend and other shrine 
members.  
 I also had a large black notebook that I used to write more detailed observations 
in. I did not write in this notebook everyday, but instead used it on the occasions where I 
wanted to write out more specific observations of rituals and activities. For example, 
when I got back to my apartment after Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai I sat down and wrote 
several pages about the ceremony, adding as much detail as I could remember. I also 
made entries in the large notebook about things like: the wedding I witnessed, misogi, 
and chohai.  
 My drive to shrine and back took me about forty-five minutes each way, so to add 
to my notes, I used a voice recorder and recounted my activities from each day as I drove 
back to my apartment. This allowed me to make use of my commute time in a productive 
manner and I was able to add details as they were fresh on my mind. Using the voice 
recorder allowed me to specifically describe my daily experience more than I could in my 
small notebook. It also allowed me the opportunity to think out loud to myself and 
process my experiences at the shrine. When I returned to the shrine over the winter I did 
not make my audio logs everyday. This was because I was staying at the shrine 
guesthouse and I did not want to disturb others. Even though I had my own room I felt 
awkward making the audio recordings in the house. To account for the lack of audio logs, 
I kept a daily journal where I recounted the day’s events. However, when I got the 
opportunity to go into Granite Falls for miscellaneous errands I would take the 
opportunity to make a recording. On these trips I would often sit in the parking lot of the 
grocery store as I recounted information to my tape recorder. One time, as I sat talking to 
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my tape recorder, a car with a couple of people parked right next to me. I did not think 
much of it, I figured they would get out and go into the store. After a few moments I 
realized they were just sitting there and occasionally looking at me. There was no way 
they could see my tape recorder, I had it set in the same place I kept it when I was 
driving, so to them it must have looked like I was just talking to myself. To avoid any 
kind of suspicion, I quickly pulled out my cell phone and put it to my ear. I do not know 
what they were waiting for, but after a little longer they got out of the car and went into 
the store.   
Online Community 
 As a way of extending the shrine community past its geographical location, the 
shrine has a Facebook page and also sends out a newsletter every few months. Both of 
these sources are places where community members can receive updates on shrine 
activities see pictures of the shrine grounds and recent ceremonies. The Facebook page 
even offers the opportunity for people to interact with the Reverend and with each other. I 
have used both of these sources to help flesh out the information I have gathered during 
my fieldwork.  
 
This Thesis 
 This thesis examines the Shinto community of practice surrounding the Tsubaki 
Grand Shrine of America and the practices that go into make the community. My overall 
theoretical argument is like a three-legged stool. The first leg is that of reflexivity. Due to 
the fact that I was not permitted to interview shrine visitors and members, I could only 
work with the information the Reverend gave me and reflect on my own position in the 
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community, as well as note what I observed. My place at the shrine played a large role in 
the information I was able to gather. As a new member to the community I witnessed first 
hand its enculturation process. The second leg of my theoretical argument focuses on the 
communitas (Turner 1969) that is formed among members of the shrine community as 
they participate in prayer and shrine activities. Because members of the community could 
not be interviewed about their experiences with Shinto ceremonies the concept of 
communitas as it pertains to this thesis will be largely connected to first leg of the overall 
argument, reflexivity. I cannot speak to the experiences of others but I can reflect on my 
own participation in shrine activities and I noticed from my position. I did, however, 
observe the interactions and participation of the other shrine members. “Communities of 
practice” are the third leg of the stool and the main focus of this thesis. It is through 
communities of practice that the other two legs are drawn together. Because community 
of practice is a theory of learning, my own experience of entering the shrine community 
informs my understanding of how membership is learned. As we will see later on, 
communitas also plays an important role in the structure of the community of practice 
surrounding the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. Communitas is formed through the 
practices that create the shrine community. Again, communitas is inferred by my own 
experiences and my observations of shrine members. Three interlocking communities of 
practice at the shrine support the Shinto community of practice; the communities 
surrounding language use, rituals and ceremonies, and Aikido. Members of the 
community of practice of Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America may participate in all or one 
of these other communities and their participation levels vary according to individual 
preference.  
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 Chapter 2 of this thesis examines the language used at the shrine and the ways 
membership is moderated by Japanese. Chapter 3 focuses on shrine rituals and explores 
membership in the community through practice in Shinto. In Chapter 4 we will see that 
Aikido, a Japanese martial art with its founding in Shinto, is a key practice to the 
community and a helpful introduction to Shinto practice for outsiders. Chapter 5 will 
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Chapter 2 
Language Practice: A look at the use of Japanese by community members 
Call to the Kami 
Continuous chant 
Must keep up 
We call to the kami 
In a language ancient to us 
To ask for help and guidance 
Our offerings made with divine reciprocity 
Given with words 
We speak a foreign tongue 
For its power 




 On the second day of my fieldwork, when I arrived at the shrine, I walked up to 
the shrine building to say good morning to the Reverend and to let him know that I had 
arrived. This later became my morning routine: walking to the main shrine building to 
greet the Reverend. On this particular day, I first followed the instructions for making a 
formal prayer to the kami and then entered the shrine building while calling out 
“Reverend!” I heard a laugh come from upstairs where the shrine office was and then he 
called back down to me in Japanese. As I was not quite sure what he said, I began to walk 
up the stairs. He called down to me again, this time in English, and told me that he would 
be down in just a moment. So I went back down and waited for him. When he came 
down the stairs, we said good morning to each other in Japanese and he told me that he 
wanted me to do chohai (the morning prayer) with him. Noting that he had laughed when 
I called him “Reverend,” I figured that it would be a good time to ask him how he wanted 
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me to address him. He said that sensei was fine and that he only uses Reverend as part of 
his online persona. I had noticed other people calling him sensei the day before, as well 
as on Facebook, but I did not want to presume that I could call him that, especially since 
in our email interactions I had been referring to him as “Reverend.” From this 
conversation, on my second day, I proceeded to call the Reverend sensei because I had 
now been given permission to use that term to address him. And although I continued to 
start my mornings at the shrine by greeting the Reverend, I began to call up to him from 
the doorway of the main shrine building because I realized that it was rude to enter the 
building without permission.  
 
Authenticity Through Language 
 In this chapter I will be looking at the language practice of the members of the 
Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America community and how these members assert their 
authenticity as Shinto practitioners through the use of the Japanese language. Language 
use is one practice in the larger community of practice at the shrine. Penelope Eckert and 
Sally McConnell-Ginet noted: “[t]he community of practice takes us away from the 
community defined by a location or by a population. Instead, it focuses on a community 
defined by social engagement – after all, it is this engagement that language serves, not 
the place and not the people as a bunch of individuals” (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 
1992, 7). The community of practice framework sees language use as one part of a 
community’s larger set of practices that mark belonging or membership. At the shrine, 
practice is centered on Shinto rituals and Aikido, however the language used by the 
community’s members is also interwoven with both of theses practices. It is through the 
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use of language that the members can gain access to the community and authenticate 
themselves as Shinto and/or Aikido practitioners. 
 As we talk about authenticity at the shrine, it is important to note that authenticity 
is not some set target being strived for by the community’s members. Rather, it is 
something that is negotiated through social interactions as the community goes through 
the process of authentication (Bucholtz 2003). “To be authentic, a thing has to be original 
in some important social or cultural matrix” (Coupland 2003, 419). The idea that 
Japanese is important to Shinto practice is a linguistic ideology that leads people to 
negotiate what language skills are required for the authentication of the community based 
off of the cultural matrix that links the religion to Japan. This is due to Shinto being 
deeply tied to Japan and its culture, with thousands of years of history associated with the 
Japanese people. Because authenticity is often given to things that are older or have a 
perceived longevity (Coupland 2003, 418) it is not surprising that the Japanese language 
would be seen as being connected to Shinto practices.  
 For a Shinto community in the United States then, we start to see truncated 
linguistic competencies similar to what Sabrina Billings (2014, 12) talked about in her 
work on Tanzanian beauty pageants. Billings looked at how contestants made use of a 
truncated English to help them compete. “[R]eal language competence – or knowing how 
to use language – has little to do with mastery over a named language but instead with 
what ‘counts’ as competence in particular environments” (Billings 2014, 12). As 
community members at the shrine learn the Japanese they need to become fluent speakers 
in the context of the shrine’s community, they are not necessarily also becoming fluent in 
Japanese as a whole. Understanding the basics of the language as well as knowing the 
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language used for rituals becomes key to being able to strategically use Japanese for 
purposes of authentication. During my fieldwork, there were several times I was thankful 
for the three years of Japanese classes I had taken at the University of Nevada. Having 
some background with the language definitely helped me navigate the community.  
 In her work on an Italian card game club in the Washington D.C. area, Anna De 
Fina (2007) found that members used Italian to index their ethnic ties to the group. Even 
though English was the primary language used, De Fina noted, “code-switching into 
Italian can be a powerful strategy of ethnic alignment and of in-group cohesion” (De Fina 
2007, 382). Some members of the group were Italian immigrants while others were 
Italian-Americans. Although fluency in the Italian language was not necessary for 
membership, certain language skills were necessary for participation in the club. 
Members needed to not only know the terms that applied to the card game, which was at 
the center of the club’s activities, but they also needed to know how to use Italian when 
discussing food, which was used by the club as a way of asserting their Italian identity. 
However, language was not the only way the club asserted its ethnic identity. This 
identity could also be seen in the choice of venue (Italian restaurant or the Italian cultural 
center) for the games, the eating of “authentic” Italian dishes at meetings and the 
exclusive use of Italian cards (De Fina 2007, 378-379). De Fina also discussed a 
newsletter written by the club president for the members and noted the use of Italian in 
the otherwise English newsletter. The president used Italian when discussing the card 
game and also when talking about food. “These insertions therefore are not casual but 
highly symbolic” (De Fina 2007, 383). In many cases, the president did not provide the 
English translation for the Italian he used because it was expected that the members of 
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the club would and should know the meanings. However, there were also cases when he 
did provide an English translation for Italian words. “The recourse to a translation 
confirms the fact that the President does not take it for granted that members of the club 
understand Italian, but he uses the language anyway for strategic words or utterances as a 
symbol to stress ethnicity” (De Fina 2007, 384).  
 In a similar way, fluency in Japanese is not necessary for membership in the 
shrine’s community of practice, but there is a set of language skills that are needed for 
members to fully participate in the community. The Reverend and the other shrine 
members socialize new members into the community and teach them the language skills 
they need to know. Because Shinto is a Japanese religion, the use of the Japanese 
language is important for the group to index their authentic Shinto practice.   
 Community members also drew on an ethnolinguistic repertoire (Benor 2010) to 
help them index an identity as a Shinto practitioner. The Reverend, who received training 
in the ritual use of the language, then becomes the key figure in the authentication of the 
shrine and its community. Through his authority, other members are guided and trained 
in the use of Japanese for Shinto purposes. Some of this training is through explicit 
teaching on the part of the Reverend as he introduces new words to the people of the 
community. Members are also trained in language use by imitating the Reverend and 
other members and doing for themselves. 
 The martial art known as Aikido is taught at the shrine, and the authentication 
through language is also seen through Aikido students’ practices, many of who are also 
shrine members. Aikido is founded in Shinto principles, but that connection is not always 
visible in American Aikido practice (Aikido and its connection to Shinto will be 
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discussed more in chapter 4). At the shrine, however, the influence of Shinto in Aikido is 
very prominent as the training takes place in the haiden (hall of worship) and the classes 
end with a small Shinto ceremony, including a prayer recited by the Reverend and the 
students. Language as part of martial arts practices in the United States can be seen as 
students enter their dojo (martial arts training hall) and learn not only a fighting tradition 
but also the terms that go along with it. As an example of this, we can examine how in 
Japanese-based martial arts, like Aikido, students often call their instructors sensei, the 
Japanese word associated with teacher. The language associated with martial arts is found 
at the shrine through its Aikido practice, however, the shrine setting and the larger Shinto 
community expands the use of this repertoire.   
 Members strategically use Japanese in their efforts to authenticate their Shinto 
practice as well as to situate themselves within the community. New members often go 
through an enculturation process that requires them to learn the Japanese terms of the 
community as well as memorize certain Shinto prayers. The truncated Japanese of the 
shrine community of practice means that members do not need to be competent in the 
Japanese language but rather they need to be competent in the language used by the 
community. The Reverend and other community members play the role of teachers for 
those who are still learning the language required for participation in Shinto practice at 
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 In an interview, the Reverend explained that Shinto prayers, which are called 
norito, are always recited in an ancient form of Japanese called yamato no kotoba. He 
noted that, “it is the language as it was spoken.” The Reverend told me that yamato no 
kotoba is equivalent to old English and that Japanese speakers can usually only 
understand somewhere between a half to two thirds of norito. The reason it is used in 
Shinto prayers is because it is one of a handful of what the Reverend called “vibrationally 
pure languages.” He noted Sanskrit and Hopi as other vibrationally pure languages. As he 
explained the vibrational purity of yamato no kotoba and its use in Shinto prayers the 
Reverend noted that its importance stems from a concept called kotodama (or kototama). 
The term kotodama speaks to the spiritual power of words and their ability to act on the 
world. “To put it simply, koto means ‘the words,’ and dama, the origin of which is tama, 
means ‘the spirit or soul’” (Hara 2001, 280). According to the Reverend, kotodama helps 
create, what he calls, a morphogenic field in Shinto prayers and rituals. This concept is a 
sense of connectivity with not only the other people participating in the prayer, but also 
everyone, anywhere, who has also participated in the prayer. It connects practitioners 
through space and time. The Reverend noted that there are a hundred thousand shrines in 
Japan and norito have been the same for millennia. Because of this kotodama effect, 
ancient Japanese has remained the language for norito. Yamato no kotoba has thus 
become a ritualized formal register that is only used in Shinto prayers. 
 The power that kotodama gives to words is part of a language ideology that helps 
members orient themselves in the community. Linguistic ideologies are a “cultural 
conception of language – its nature, structure, and use – and conception of 
communicative behaviors as an enactment of a collective order” (Woolard and 
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Schieffelin 1994, 55). Linguistic ideologies are attitudes and beliefs people have about 
language, however, they are not only about language, but are also about how we live in 
the world. With kotodama, language is embedded in spiritual belief. Believing that words 
are sacred and imbued with power may thus influence language and word choice, as seen 
in Ferguson (2016), as words are seen as intimately connected with actions. Therefore, 
for Shinto practitioners, kotodama has the ability to impact the world and our way of 
being in it. 
 On my first day at the shrine, the Reverend took me inside to do chohai (the 
morning prayer) with him. He gave me a small blue booklet that had the prayers for 
chohai in it and also a prayer card with the Ō Harahi no Kotoba, a key Shinto prayer that 
is used in chohai, in romaji (romanized Japanese) on one side and in Japanese on the 
other side. The blue chohai book was entirely in romaji and had the Ō Harahi no Kotoba, 
the articles of faith and the five sacred Shinto poems (Goshu no Shinka) in it. I was given 
a koshō (shrine chair) facing the altar and was told by the Reverend to read along with 
him during the prayer. On this first day I got lost immediately and was not able to find 
my place again. The next day, the Reverend noted that I was supposed to read the prayer 
out loud along with him. It still took me several more days of doing chohai with the 
Reverend before I was able to follow along with him, but even then, I still stumbled at 
reading the prayer out loud while he was reciting it. After a couple of weeks, the 
Reverend informed me that I was supposed to continue the prayer when he stops for a 
breath. I had been stopping when he stopped but the prayer is supposed to be a 
continuous chant. After he told me that, I began to notice him stopping several times 
during the Ō Harahi no Kotoba to allow me to continue the prayer. He would only pause 
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for a short time, so if I was lost he would pick it back up quickly. If I managed to keep up 
and continue the prayer, he would jump back in after a few beats. I began to get better at 
keeping up and reading the prayer out loud with the Reverend. I learned how to 
participate in chohai by doing it. This connects back to communities of practice, people 
learn by doing, or participating in practice, rather than solely by explicit instruction or 
direction. The Reverend guided me into competency as I learned through engagement 
with Ō Harahi no Kotoba and other prayers.  
 During the weekend of the Nagoshi-no-Oharahi Taisai (the great mid-year 
purification) many shrine members came from elsewhere in the country to stay at the 
shrine’s guesthouse. Because of this, there were several people who joined us for misogi 
(river purification ceremony) on the Saturday before the taisai (grand festival). I will be 
discussing both the Nagoshi-no-Oharahi Taisai and misogi in more detail in chapter 3. 
After misogi there was always ritual tea with the Reverend and then chohai. On this 
particular weekend, as I waited for chohai to begin I wondered to myself if the others 
knew that we were supposed to continue the prayer when the Reverend stopped and I 
considered whether or not I would continue if no one else did. As the Ō Harahi no 
Kotoba began I realized that I had nothing to worry about as all of the other members 
clearly knew what they were doing. It got to the point where the voices of the other 
members even drowned out the Reverend and I began to follow their lead. The following 
day, when we did chohai before the taisai, there were even more shrine members present 
and again the Reverend’s voice was drowned out as the members set the tempo. Needless 
to say, I found those days easier to follow along because the speed of the prayer seemed 
slower than when it was just me and the Reverend.  
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 It was during the weekend of Nagoshi-no-Oharahi Taisai that I realized the 
importance of being able to do Chohai as a member of the Shinto community of practice, 
and that I had learned to do it through my repeated participation. At one point in the 
Nagoshi-no-Oharahi Taisai ceremony, everyone went out of the haiden to where the 
chinowa, a structure that has a frame with a ring of grass in it, was setup outside. We all 
lined up and followed the Reverend through the chinowa three times while chanting 
“minatsuki-no-nagoshi-no-harae-suru-hito-wa-chitose-no-inochi-nobuto-iu-nari” (no 
translation was proved for this chant) over and over again. We then walked down to the 
river and watched as the Reverend threw the katashiro (ritual paper effigies that carried 
the impurities we gathered from the beginning of the year) into the river. While the 
Reverend was doing the ritual with the katashiro everyone else stood around and chanted 
“harae tamae kiyome tamae rokkonshyojo,” (please purify and invigorate me through all 
six senses) a prayer that is also used for other rituals such as misogi. On the day before 
the taisai, I was with the Reverend inside the shrine building talking about the ceremony 
and the plans for the following day. It was at this point that he gave me one of the 
handouts for the ceremony and told me to memorize the prayers on it. He said that he 
wanted me to be able to chant the words without reading them, as an example to the 
others in attendance. I then spent a good part of the afternoon committing the chinowa 
prayer to memory.  
 The chinowa prayer was not the only Shinto prayer I found myself memorizing. 
The next week, after the taisai, when I was waiting for the Reverend to do misogi I was 
reviewing the prayer that went along with the ceremony. The Reverend caught me 
studying the prayer and asked, “You haven’t memorized that yet?” The misogi prayer 
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(see Appendix 2) was not only used for misogi but was also the prayer that was used at 
the end of Aikido class. Feeling guilty that I had not yet put in the time to learn the prayer, 
I memorized it a couple of days later while I pulled weeds on the shrine grounds. The 
work went slower because I often had to take a break to read the next line of the prayer or 
to check to make sure I had been saying it correctly, but by the end of the day I had it 
down. After knowing the misogi prayer by heart, I felt that I had advanced in the 
community. There was no formal acknowledgement of my accomplishment by anyone 
else. It was just a feeling I had because, at that point, I was able to do the prayer at the 
end of Aikido practice without a copy of the prayer in front of me, like many of the other 
students. I was also more prepared for misogi on Saturdays. By memorizing certain 
prayers, I and other shrine members were able to index ourselves as part of the 
community. The memorization of prayers is an excellent example of a kind of truncated 
linguistic competency found in the shrine community; while many are not fluent in 
Japanese, the memorization of key texts allows for participation in key rituals. 
Use of Japanese by Shrine Members and Aikido Students 
 No prayers were ever performed in English; they were all recited in Japanese, 
more specifically ancient Japanese, yamato no kotoba, due to the language’s association 
with kotodama—the sacred power of words. In order for people to participate, they 
needed to remember the Japanese, whether or not they understood what the words meant. 
But prayers were not the only way members used Japanese to associate themselves with 
the shrine community. People who spent their days at the shrine, whether working or 
attending Aikido class, or both, tended to insert some Japanese into their interactions with 
each other. The Reverend and other community members taught me very early in my 
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fieldwork that we were to greet one another in the mornings with “ohayou gozaimasu,” 
the Japanese term for “good morning.” For the Nagoshi-no-Oharahi Taisai I was 
stationed at the registration table and was instructed to greet everyone with “ohayou 
gozaimasu.” Every morning I greeted the Reverend, his wife, the Shrine Assistant and the 
Groundskeeper with this Japanese term. On some occasions, “konnichiwa” was used as a 
greeting if it was no longer morning. Community members also used the “-san” suffix 
when referring to each other. For example, the Shrine Assistant, Groundskeeper and the 
other Aikido students often referred to me as Teddy-san. I too, always called the 
members of the community by their first names with the san suffix after it. As for the 
Reverend’s wife, however, everyone would refer to her by her last name with san 
attached at the end. This indicated a bit more respect associated with her and situated her 
higher up in the community. As mentioned before, everyone called the Reverend Sensei. 
 Throughout my fieldwork I noticed several instances when someone used 
Japanese beyond basic Shinto terms in their interactions at the shrine. While I was 
helping the Shrine Assistant during my first week, I asked him if he could speak Japanese. 
He told me that he was able to order off a menu but did not consider himself very 
proficient in the language. Later in my fieldwork I noticed him using Japanese words and 
terms in his interactions with the Reverend as well as with me. One time when the 
Reverend called to the Shrine Assistant he called back by saying “nani” (what?). Another 
example of the Shrine Assistant’s use of Japanese happened when I was working with 
him on a project. As we were figuring out how to put up blinds on the side of the shrine 
building to keep the sun out of the haiden, he said, “anou” which is Japanese for “well” 
as in “well… I guess this would work.”  
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 Another example of language use among community members happened in an 
Aikido class. During class, the Reverend would often demonstrate a technique and then 
we would break into groups to practice what we were just shown. One evening in class, 
there was a student who did not have a partner, so the student that I had partnered with 
looked at the both of us and asked, “sannin?” (three people?) asking if we wanted to form 
a three person group. We understood the question and nodded in response. We then took 
turns practicing the technique we were just shown. Another example of Japanese use 
came from the same student only minutes later. As he was explaining to me the technique 
we were working on, he described the position he took as “kaeru” (frog) and then asked 
me if I understood what that meant. I told him that I knew the term and he proceed to 
explain the technique to me. These were just a few examples of how members used a 
Japanese ethnolinguistic repertoire in their interactions to indicate that they belonged to 
the community. 
Use of Japanese by the Reverend 
 The Reverend often used Japanese to index himself as the head of the community. 
In fact, he was often the one spearheading the use of the language at the shrine. It was the 
Reverend who originally introduced me to everyone and in doing so he was the first to 
teach me the custom of using the “–san” suffix when addressing community members 
and he was also the one who encouraged the memorization of prayers. He often switched 
between speaking Japanese and English when talking to me and other members. Due to 
the mainly English speaking environment, he just used a little bit of Japanese and spoke 
mostly in English, but his constant use of the Japanese language helped mark his status as 
the head of the community. On hot days, he would exclaim “atsui” (hot) to express his 
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discomfort with the heat. It was an unusually hot summer for Washington and he would 
say this often. I also noted his use of the word ‘samui” (cold) to express his discomfort 
with the one day that was cold during my stay. The Reverend would also often say 
“otsukaresama” (thank you for your hard work) to myself and other shrine members at 
the end of long days. His use of these words, along with other Japanese words and 
phrases, contributed to the authentication of the shrine’s community of practice. 
 The Reverend called me Teddy-kun instead of Teddy-san like everyone else. The 
kun suffix is less formal than the “–san” suffix and is often used for people you are on 
familiar terms with. I have had the “-kun” suffix applied to my name before by Japanese 
friends and friends from my Japanese language classes. In those instances, the use of the 
suffix showed my close informal relationship with my friends and I would often reply to 
them with a similar informal suffix, using “-chan” for my female friends. My relationship 
with the Reverend, though, was different. We did not have the sort of informal 
relationship I had with my Japanese friends. The Reverend called me Teddy-kun and I 
called him Sensei, a term that is formal and respectful. I was also the only person I heard 
the Reverend use the “-kun” suffix for, he used “-san” for everyone else. I know I was 
not as close to him as many of the other members, especially people like the Shrine 
Assistant, and so I began to realize that the “-kun” suffix when used by the Reverend was 
slightly different than my previous experiences with it. It is most likely that the “-kun” 
suffix was used as a way of mark me as lower in the community. After all, I was the new 
guy and a rookie to the practices of the shrine. As noted before, it was only the Reverend 
who ever called me Teddy-kun, everyone else called me Teddy-san.  
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 On several occasions, I noticed the Reverend mixing his Japanese with English. 
The first time I made note of this language use was after an Aikido class. The Reverend 
always ended by asking if anyone had questions. One day he asked, “shitsumon, any 
questions desu ka?” “Shitsumon” is the Japanese word for question and “desu ka” is a 
marker for a question. After the first time I heard him do this, I began to notice him doing 
the same kind of thing on a more regular basis. One evening when we were outside he 
noted, “It’s a lovely evening desu ne.” The particle “ne” in Japanese is often used to 
indicate emphasis or to seek confirmation. The Reverend used this particle frequently 
during Aikido when he was showing a technique, often just by itself without other words. 
The Reverend’s code mixing further indexed him as an “authentic” Shinto priest and the 
head of the community.  
 
The Long Distance Community of Practice 
 The Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America has shrine members, or sūkeisha, from all 
around the United States and Canada. There are even some members from Europe and 
Japan. Because many of its members do not live close enough to visit the shrine 
frequently, there are a couple of ways for them to engage with the community over long 
distances. The shrine has an active Facebook page where the Reverend keeps everyone 
up to date on shrine activities and it functions as a place where shrine members can 
interact with the Reverend and other members. There is also a shrine newsletter that is 
sent out to shrine members every few months that also provides members with updates on 
shrine activities. Both the Facebook page and newsletter are places where the Reverend 
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provides lessons on the practice of Shinto and socializes the shrines members in the 
proper use of language relevant to shrine activities.   
Shrine Facebook Page 
 The Facebook page is a good place to see how the shrine community of practice 
uses language. This social network page provides a place for the Reverend to share 
information about the shrine and its activities and it is also a place for shrine community 
members to interact with the Reverend and each other. Through the Facebook page 
people can expand their vocabulary and learn how to interact with the community of 
practice. Because the Tsubaki Grand Shrine is one of the only Shinto shrines in the 
United States its community has members from all around the continent, as well as 
members from Europe and Japan. The Facebook page, therefore, is a way for community 
members to stay in contact with each other and allows them a space for interaction. 
Because Shinto is originally from Japan, the use of the Japanese language throughout the 
community acts as a way to authenticate their Shinto practice and display their 
membership to the community. The Reverend is in the role of socializing members in the 
necessary language skills they need to participate.  
 One of the key linguistic features that stands out when looking through the 
shrine’s Facebook page is the use of the Japanese word sensei for the Reverend. Many 
people constantly refer to him as sensei in their posts and when I first started looking 
through the Facebook page before my fieldwork I thought the term was a reference to the 
fact that the Reverend also teaches Aikido. However, John Nelson (1996) explained that 
sensei is a term that covers a broad range of people who are all seen as having previous 
life experience: “Schoolteachers, from kindergarten to the university, are all sensei, but 
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so are doctors, lawyers, calligraphy instructors, master artisans, Buddhist and Shinto 
priests, and even experienced makers of tofu, car mechanics, or anyone teaching his or 
her trade to an apprentice” (Nelson 1996:179). Nelson also noted that the head priest of a 
Shinto shrine plays the role of sensei to all of the shrine’s members. The Reverend is not 
only a Shinto priest but he is also the head priest of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of 
America. Therefore, the members of the shrine community could be calling him sensei 
because of his position at the shrine or because he is an Aikido instructor or both. The 
Reverend is not only referred to by sensei on Facebook, but as noted previously most 
shrine members talking to or about the Reverend use the term. The key point here is that 
the community members often refer to the Reverend by this Japanese term, both online 
and in person. 
 Like the president of the Circolo della Briscola card-playing club in De Fina’s 
(2007) work, the Reverend is responsible for socializing members of the community with 
the group’s linguistic repertoire. His language also acts as a way of asserting authenticity 
in Shinto practice. Many of the posts on the shrine’s page are posted by the Reverend and 
they usually provide information about shrine activities. He also provides occasional 
history lessons about Shinto and Shinto shrines. Although all of his posts are in English, 
the Reverend always uses Japanese in strategic ways. Sometimes he provides English 
translations for the terms he uses and other times he does not. However, most if not all of 
the Japanese the Reverend uses on the Facebook page is associated with things that have 
to do with Shinto. This is similar to the way the president of the Italian card-playing club 
used Italian only for things connected to the card game or food. 
 Take for an example this post from the Reverend from April 28th, 2015:  
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NAGOSHI-NO-OHARAHI/GREAT MID YEAR PURIFICATION 
RITUAL: Today I answered a question regarding HITOGATA or 
KATASHIRO…may I share the information here as we are approaching 
the mid way point of 2015…………. Regarding Katashiro/the white paper 
effigies used as magical implement of Nagoshi no Oharahi/ the Great Mid 
Year Purification Ritual… The Nagoshi-no-Oharahi itself basically means 
to purify any misfortune from first 1/2 of a given year and then to receive 
fresh KI from Divine Nature to successfully complete the year…..the 
ceremony has many unique elements…. (Tsubaki Grand Shrine Facebook 
page: April 28, 2015).  
 
This post was longer but this segment effectively illustrates the Reverend’s use of 
Japanese. As we can see, he uses the Japanese terms for rituals and rituals tools but he 
also, for the most part, provides an English translation. He mentioned the Nagoshi no 
Oharahi and then immediately provided the English, “Great Mid Year Purification 
Ritual.” After a couple of times of combining Nagoshi no Oharahi with its English 
counterpart he then shifts to only using the Japanese term. It is apparent that the Japanese 
term is the important one but the Reverend does not assume that all of the members will 
know what it means. After providing the group with the Japanese term and its English 
meaning, he is then free to use the term throughout his post. This is the same thing he 
does with the Japanese terms “Hitogata” and “Katashiro.” At first he introduced the 
terms and provided the English definition for them. Both Hitogata and Katashiro refer to 
the same paper effigies so after the introduction to the terms the Reverend just used one 
of them, Katashiro, throughout the rest of his post. This post was therefore not only a 
lesson in the Shinto ritual known as Nagoshi no Oharahi but it was also a lesson in some 
of the language used at the shrine. There was also an instance in this post where the 
Reverend used a Japanese word, “ki,” but did not provide an English definition with it. 
The work “ki” means “essence” in Japanese and it is a concept that is regularly used in 
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Shinto and aikido. Perhaps the Reverend assumed that the term would already be known 
to all of the shrine community members. There are certain terms that all members are 
responsible for knowing in order to function in the community.  
 Another sample of the Reverend’s posts is a one that he made with a wedding 
picture of a couple that was married at the shrine. This post is a bit shorter than the 
previous one and it was also posted on April 28th.  
Tsubaki Okamitachi/main enshrined Kami are: SARUTAHIKO OKAMI 
and AME-NO-UZUME-NO-MIKOTO…as they are the wedded couple 
Tsubaki Grand Shrine and it’s [sic] US branch shrine Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America are the special places to pray for family happiness and 
safety…such Gishiki is both profound and joyful…… (Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine Facebook page: April 28, 2015).  
 
In this post the Reverend started off by introducing the concept of Okamitachi, which he 
explained as the main enshrined kami of the shrine. This first part is interesting because 
he explains a Japanese term using another Japanese term. The term “kami” refers to the 
spirits or deities that are worshiped in Shinto practice, and so it would make sense that all 
the members of the Shinto community would understand the term without needing an 
English explanation. However, at the same time the Reverend decided that the word 
Okamitachi needed to be explained. He was probably right to assume that not everyone 
knows what Okamitachi means but the fact that the term kami was used as part of the 
explanation shows that kami is not only a term that everyone in the community should be 
familiar with but that it is a central term to the practice of the community. In this post, the 
Reverend also used the term “Gishiki” without providing an English definition. “Gishiki” 
is a Japanese word for ritual or ceremony. Again, by using Gishiki without a translation 
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the Reverend was assuming that everyone knew the term or at least felt that it was 
something all the members should know. 
 The Reverend posts many pictures of the shrine and of things that are associated 
with the shrine and Shinto in general. He also has posted a few videos for members to 
watch. One video was of a part of the 2015 Setsubun ceremony. The video showed the 
people participating in the Setsubun ceremony by throwing beans at people dressed as 
oni, or demons, and shouting “Oni wa soto!” Then the Reverend directed them in yelling 
“Fuku wa uchi!” after the oni withdrew from the haiden, or hall of worship. Along with 
the video, he posted:  
ONI WA SOTO!!!!! ONI WA SOTO!!!!!!! ONI WA SOTO!!!!!! FUKU 
WA UCHI!!!!!! FUKU WA UCHI!!!!!!!! FUKU WA UCHI!!!!!!!! ---- 
arigatou gozaimashita (posted on Tsubaki Grand Shrine Facebook page: 
February 1, 2015).  
 
“Oni wa soto” and “fuku wa uchi” are things that are yelled during the Setsubun 
ceremony that mean “demon (or bad) get out” and “good fortune in” respectively. 
“Arigatou gozaimashita” means thank you very much. In this post he provided no 
English but the things he said should be accessible to the shrine community, especially in 
the ritual context, even if members’ Japanese language skills are limited. As mentioned, 
the phrases posted are part of the Setsubun ceremony and anyone who is familiar with it 
should know the meanings of the phrases. As for “arigatou gozaimashita,” this is a 
common Japanese phrase and it is most likely used frequently by the shrine community 
as a way of authenticating their connection to Shinto practices. For this reason, the 
Reverend probably thought everyone would know what it meant. This video also shows 
the socializing of parishioners that the Reverend engages in. There were also some 
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comments by members of the community on the post. One individual wrote “Sugoi!” 
which means wonderful. Another individual commented not only in Japanese but also in 
the Japanese writing system saying: “すごく楽しいですね！(sugoku tanoshii desune)” 
meaning “it was very fun.”  
 The Reverend does most of the posting on the Facebook page with some 
engagement from shrine members, mostly through comments on the Reverend’s posts 
like above. However, members also occasionally make their own posts as well. By also 
looking at these engagements from members we can see how people are interacting with 
the linguistic repertoire of the community. There are also cases where some people 
attempt to use certain linguistic features to gain a bit of authenticity for themselves. One 
such example of a post by a community member was on March 31st 2015. A woman from 
Portland Oregon posted about a trip the Reverend and his wife took to visit her and her 
family to perform Shinto ceremonies for them. She noted that her mother and niece were 
visiting from Japan and that she was happy they got the chance to see the ceremonies. 
She explained that her mother was impressed that there were Shinto practices in the 
United States. Here is a part of the woman’s post:  
As usual, Sensei’s appearance always brings good weather for the 
blessings. It amazes me that the weather cooperates each time. After the 
blessing, he excused himself to perform another Oharae at a local judo 
dojo. We invited Sensei and [his wife] to join us for a meal to end the day. 
My mother had brought numerous types of homemade tsukemono 
(Japanese pickles) to share. [Name] my husband prepared a delicious 
seafood meal. We are very fortunate to have had shared not only a most 
important yearly event for our family and business but also the 
opportunity for both Okaasan (mother) and Sensei to meet (Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine Facebook page: March 31, 2015). 
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 The author of this post set herself as an authority on Japanese culture by discussing her 
family from Japan and by providing Japanese terms for the members of the community.  
 Like many others in the community, this woman used the term sensei in referring 
to the Reverend. At the beginning of her post, which was not included here, she began by 
saying “Sensei [name] and Mrs. [name].” After this initial introduction of Sensei [name] 
she just used the term sensei in the rest of her post to refer to him. Also of note in this 
post is the author’s use of the term “Oharae” without any explanation of what the term 
means. Oharae or harae is a term meaning purification and it is used to refer to rituals 
where Shinto priest purify a place or people. Oharae is common in Shinto practice so it 
would be fair to assume that everyone in the community should know what the term 
means. On the other hand, the author also used Japanese terms such as tsukemono and 
Okaasan and provided the English translation. It would seem that she did not assume 
those words to be in the repertoire of the group and therefore provide definitions. Both 
tsukemono and Okaasan are not in the domain of Shinto practice so it was probably a 
reasonable assumption that not all members of the group would know those words. The 
woman herself, being of Japanese heritage, most likely grew up using the terms along 
with other Japanese words.  
 One final example is a comment that was left on a picture of the shrine posted by 
the Reverend on April 14th. This comment was also left in Japanese using the Japanese 
writing systems. The comment said: “お誕生日おめでとうございます先生 (otanjoubi 
omedetou gozaimasu sensei)” (Tsubaki Grand Shrine Facebook page: April 14, 2015) 
meaning “Happy Birthday sensei.” This is another example of how the language in the 
community is used to create a sense of authentic Shinto practice. Because Shinto comes 
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from Japan, the use of the Japanese language in its practice helps to portray authenticity 
even when practiced outside of Japan. 
Shimenawa: Shrine Newsletter 
 The shrine newsletter is another way shrine members are socialized into the shrine 
community of practice. The newsletter comes with shrine membership and is mailed to 
members every few months. Similar to the club president’s newsletter in De Fina’s work, 
the newsletter is in English with Japanese words used in particular cases that fit the 
domain of Shinto practice. The articles in the newsletter are similar to the post on 
Facebook and it functions as a way for members to be kept up to date on the activities of 
the shrine. 
 The name of the newsletter is Shimenawa, which is the term for the straw ropes 
that are hung at Shinto shrines. “These ropes are used to symbolically indicate sacred 
places where kami are believed to dwell or objects offered to the kami. They are also 
sometimes used in ordinary buildings during the New Year’s season, at festival times, 
and on special occasions” (Ono 1962:26). Personal shimenawa can also be acquired for 
domestic altars, known as kamidana. Shimenawa is an example of a Shinto term that 
should be in the repertoire of community members. Those who participate in Shinto 
practice have most likely seen and/or interacted with these sacred ropes before and are 
well aware of their meaning.  
 The content of the newsletters usually consists of updates on recent shrine 
ceremonies, or taisai, as well as donations to the shrine grounds or other changes of note. 
The articles on recent taisai include a list of volunteers who helped out for the day and 
the jobs that they performed. In many of the newsletters there are also lessons on Shinto 
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thought and practice. Throughout the newsletter are beautiful pictures of the shrine 
grounds and of the ceremonies. Language use in the newsletters is the same as the 
Facebook posts. The articles are in English with Japanese words used to emphasize or 
explain Shinto practices. Like on Facebook, in some cases the Japanese words are 
accompanied by the English translation while in other cases the English equivalent is not 
provided. The newsletters highlight the language that is necessary for participation in the 
Shrine community and act as a tool of socialization for members.  
 In the Late Summer/Early Autumn 2016 edition of Shimenawa there was an 
article that described the plans for a group trip to the Tsubaki Grand Shrine in Japan in 
the spring of 2017. The article gave a brief history of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine and notes 
its connection to the Tsubaki America shrine. According to the history, the sacred symbol 
of Sarutahiko-no-Okami was moved from the top of a sacred mountain to the current 
location of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine in Japan when the shrine was established in the year 
3 BCE (Shimenawa 2016). Twice a year a ceremony is conducted on the mountain at the 
original location of Sarutahiko-no-Okami’s sacred symbol. This ceremony is called 
Okumiya Taisai. The article notes that the year 2017 will be the 25th anniversary since the 
initial construction of the Kannagara Jinja (established in 1992) that later became 
America Tsubaki Okami Yashiro, or the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. “As 25 is a 
special number shall we celebrate together by making the group pilgrimage to Tsubaki 
Okami Yashiro (the sacred heart of our Chikyu Mura/ World Village) and participate in 
Okumiya Taisai” (Shimenawa 2016). In this sentence, we can see the use of the Japanese 
name for the Tsubaki Grand Shrine and the name of the ceremony with no English 
translation because the shrine members who read the newsletter should have the terms in 
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their linguistic repertoire. On the other hand, the term chikyu mura is provided with the 
English definition of “world village,” which shows that it is not something the shrine 
members are necessarily expected to know. At the same time, the use of the term in 
Japanese emphasizes a concept that is connected to Shinto belief and practice.   
 Although the Reverend writes most of the newsletter, there is an occasional 
contribution from a community member. The Mid Summer 2015 newsletter had a poem 
followed by some thoughts from a member who attended the Nagoshi-no-Oharahi Taisai 
that year. In the Spring/Summer 2016 newsletter there was an article about Shun-Ki 
Taisai, which is a spring ceremony that includes a special dance for the kami. The article 
included a message from the dancer who thanked the Reverend and the shrine for 
allowing her to perform for the kami. The Late Summer/Early Autumn 2016 newsletter 
included pictures that were taken by a shrine visitor. The Reverend included an 
explanation of each of the pictures and discussed the importance of each location to the 
Shrine. I also had the opportunity to contribute to the newsletter. While I was doing my 
fieldwork, the Reverend asked me to write something about my experience at the shrine. 
So I spent a few to gather my thoughts about what it was I wanted to share with the 
community. I decided to reflect on my place as a shrine volunteer in the upkeep of the 
shrine grounds (see Appendix 3).  
 At the end of every newsletter there is a section dedicated to upcoming birthdays. 
This section usually lists three to four months with the names of each shrine member 
born that month and their birthday. At the beginning of the section there is a paragraph 
explaining the importance of birthdays to Shinto practice. The paragraph goes like this: 
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Otanjoubi Omedetou gozaimasu. Many congratulations on the anniversary 
of your birth…..the anniversary of birth is the special time to appreciate 
deeply our parents and ancestors. It is owing to their love, hard work and 
sacrifice that we can receive the great gift of being alive. This line 
reaching through time and generations is keishin suso, it is vertical 
musubi/connection. May I say that without fail the heart of Shinto is 
appreciation. The majority of Tsubaki Kannagara Sukei-sya/ shrine 
members are American people. To be honest the weak point of our 
American Culture is lack of appreciation. The heart of Shinto cannot be 
found via esoteric technique, it can be found through deep appreciation. 
That being said Shinto is also about living each moment with pure, 
cheerful and honest hearts. So to thoroughly enjoy the Birthday cake with 
loved ones is also very important, that is horizontal musubi/ connection. 
The intersection between these vertical and horizontal lines is nakaima/ 
the middle of now. The current moment in which our human lives exist 
(Shimenawa). 
 
 This paragraph is included in every newsletter at the beginning of the “Upcoming 
Birthdays” section. I included the entire thing here so that we can see the ways in which, 
not only language is used, but also how the principles of Shinto are taught to the 
community. Here we have a lesson about the “heart of Shinto” and how appreciation is 
something that all Shinto practitioners should work on. Our birthdays, according to the 
newsletter, are a time when we should remember this. As with previous examples we 
have looked at, we can see how Japanese words are introduced with their English 
counterparts as a way of socializing community members in the use of terms relevant to 
their Shinto practice. We see this with words like “keishin suso” (the line that reaches 
through time and generations), “musubi” (connection), “Sukei-sya” (shrine members) and 
“nakaima” (the middle of now). All of these words are not necessarily ones that shrine 
members are expected to know but they are presented here to help add to members’ 
repertoires. Also, the paragraph starts with the Japanese term used for wishing people a 
happy birthday, as we saw earlier in the example from the Facebook comment on the 
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Reverend’s post, and is followed by the translation of the phrase. The use of this term 
helps in the authentication of a Shinto community of practice.  
     Conclusion 
 After seeing the language use in a Shinto community outside of Japan, it is fair to 
say that the Japanese language is important to a sense of authentic Shinto practice. This is 
due to both the long association that Shinto has had with the language as well as the 
concept of kotodama, which describes the spiritual power of words. Prayers are still said 
in ancient Japanese, yamato no kotoba because the tradition keeps practitioners connected 
to each other through space and time. Members who do not speak Japanese are expected 
to gain a level of truncated fluency by memorizing prayers and incorporating Japanese 
words into their speech in order to participate fully in the community. By greeting each 
other in Japanese and using the san suffix when addressing other members, they are 
drawing on an ethnolinguistic repertoire that allows them to index their place in the 
community. As the head of the American Shinto community of practice, the Reverend’s 
use of Japanese is important in establishing the linguistic requirements for participation in 
the community. He sets the expectations that the truncated fluency is formed around and 
through the process of authentication the Reverend and other members create their 
community. Because the shrine serves people from all across North America, there are 
people in the community of practice that do not have regular access to the shrine. 
However, they can still gain access to the community through the shrine’s Facebook page 
and the Shimenawa newsletter that is sent to shrine members. The Facebook page and the 
newsletter create a forum for socializing people in the appropriate use of language for the 
community of practice. Language itself is a socializing tool and by learning the correct 
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language practice of the community are socialized into the broader Shinto community of 
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Chapter 3 
The Ritual Life of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 
The River Calls 
 
The river calls as the air bites 
With each heartbeat I prepare for the plunge 
The Reverend’s voice echoes around 
Joining the sounds of nature 
As I will soon join the river 
The moment to answer its call quickly arrives 
With swift movements we enter 
My skin numbs to the water’s touch 
The chill trying to steal my focus 
The chant stealing my breath 
Upon the Reverend’s command we exit 
Dripping our new found purification 
 
Introduction 
 Rituals are a central component of the overall Shinto community of practice. It is 
through the shrine’s rituals that community members come together to engage with the 
religion. The community is also created and reinforced through the Shinto rituals that 
take place at the shrine. Rituals are a place where new members can learn how to 
participate in the shrine’s community of practice. By learning how to engage in Shinto 
rituals, members learn how to engage with the community. Shrine members who 
participate in the shrine’s rituals can have an opportunity to experience what Victor 
Turner (1969) called communitas with their fellow Shinto practitioners. Turner 
developed the concept of communitas while observing rites of passage among the 
Ndembu of Zambia. According to Turner, communitas is a sense of camaraderie among 
ritual participants who are going through the liminal phase of a rite of passage (V. Turner 
1969). It can also be described as “a group’s pleasure in sharing common experiences 
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with one’s fellows” (E. Turner 2012, 2). Victor Turner noted that communitas did not 
only form in ritual settings but was possible in any situation where individuals were 
without social structure and in a liminal, or marginal, status. Edith Turner expanded on 
Victor Turner’s ideas of communitas and showed how the concept can be applied in 
domains such as music, sports, disasters, and political movements (E. Turner 2012). She 
explained that “[c]ommunitas occurs through the readiness of the people –perhaps from 
necessity –to rid themselves of their concern for status and dependence on structure, and 
see their fellows as they are” (E. Turner 2012, 1-2). Edith Turner explained that 
communitas can be formed in places like shrines and temples with actions like collective 
prayer (E. Turner 2012, 5). Michael A. Uzendoski and Edith Felicia Calapucha-Tapuy 
(2012) have extended the concept of communitas to include the connection that people 
have with the spiritual world. They called this specific type of communitas “cosmological 
communitas.” “Cosmological communitas is a ritual transformation where cosmology is 
experienced collectively as a journey” (Uzendoski and Calapucha-Tapuy 2012, 193). As 
we will see, at the shrine, community members can experience communitas with each 
other as they engage with the Shinto cosmological narrative through collective prayer and 
ritual activity. This communitas is inferred by my experiences and observations while 
participating in rituals at the shrine as I was not able to ask community members directly 
about their experiences.   
 The concept of place is very important to Shinto practice. Many shrines tend to be 
built in places that hold some sort of significance to Shinto practice and/or the 
cosmological narrative. Though the main kami from the cosmological narrative are 
worshipped in shrines throughout Japan (and elsewhere), the shrines also venerate local 
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neighborhood or regional kami as well. The main kami of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of 
America are Sarutahiko Ōkami and Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto, two kami from the 
creation stories. But there are also several other kami enshrined at the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America including America Kokudo Kuni Tama no Kami, the protector kami of 
the North American continent. The enshrinement of “local” kami help solidify the 
importance of place for Shinto shrines. This concept is especially important in ritual 
practice. People go to shrine to pray to the kami and to participate in the seasonal 
festivals. Practitioners also create spaces in their homes for kamidana (domestic altars) 
where they can make offerings to the kami as often as they would like.  
 Jonathan Smith (1987) argued that place is a key component to all rituals. To 
exemplify this point, Smith noted that creation of ritual environments like shrines, 
churches and temples allow for a place to become central to ritual activity. “The temple 
serves as a focusing lens, establishing the possibility of significance by directing 
attention, by requiring the perception of difference” (Smith 1987, 104). He further 
explained that objects in the temple, or other ritual environment, became sacred by the 
mere fact that they are in the chosen location. Smith argued that place can be arbitrary, 
and often is, but it also defines what is sacred. According to him, the ritual environment 
not only determines sacred objects but also sacred actions like singing (Smith 1987, 104). 
A song sung in a temple is sacred while those not sung in a temple, or other ritual 
environment, are not sacred. Smith claimed that it is the place that makes ordinary things 
sacred. 
 Smith’s argument seems to work well in explaining Shinto practice. With the 
enshrinement of the kami at shrines and these locations become the “focusing lens” for 
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Shinto activity. However, communities of practice gives priority to activity over location 
or place and the community at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine is one that is formed around 
shared practice. Another scholar, Ronald Grimes (2006), argued against Smith’s claims 
that place is key to ritual. He disagreed with Smith’s privileging of space in ritual and 
stated, “[i]f I privilege anything, it is action” (Grimes 2006, 102). Grimes claimed that 
sacrality comes from the actions that are performed and not necessarily the location of 
those actions, though he admits that place does have a role in ritual. “To be sure, ritualists 
cannot escape place –they act somewhere, not everywhere –but this fact alone does not 
imply that space is the constitutive ritual component” (Grimes 2006, 108-109). Grimes 
argued that place and action, among other things, are required together in order for ritual 
to work. Although place is important to Shinto activity its boundaries are not rigid. Place 
is extended by the community members through their Shinto practice. By creating a place 
in their homes for their domestic altars or doing ritual in locations that are off of the 
shrine grounds, like misogi in Lake Tahoe (which will be discussed later), community 
members show that place is fluid. So Smith’s argument that place is key to ritual is not 
entirely wrong, at least not in the case of Shinto in the United States. However, place is 
made through the ritual actions of the community members. 
 Learning and participating in Shinto rituals allow for members of the shrine’s 
community of practice to create sacred place. The shrine itself is a sacred place that is 
central to the community, however, sacred place can be created outside of the shrine 
grounds through the actions of the community members. The communitas that can be felt 
by practitioners with each other and the Shinto cosmological narrative, through their 
rituals experiences, connect community members with each other through space and 
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time. Shinto rituals are an essential practice in the larger Shinto community of practice at 
the shrine. Members can learn the proper way to do rituals from the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America and the Reverend.  
 
Chohai 
 Chohai is the morning prayer that the Reverend performs every day at the shrine. 
As noted in the previous chapter, the Reverend had me start learning to do chohai with 
him on my first day of fieldwork. Although this is a ceremony that the Reverend often 
does by himself, shrine members usually join in when they are present for the ritual. 
Learning to do chohai is an important part of being a member of the community. As was 
noted before, there are books with the chohai prayers available for members to use so that 
they can read along with the Reverend, who has all of prayers memerized.  
 During my fieldwork I did not participate in chohai every morning but the 
Reverend tried to include me in the ritual as often as he could so that I could practice and 
learn by doing. On the weekend of Nagoshi-no-Oharahi Taisai (the great mid-year 
purification ceremony) several shrine members participated in chohai. As was noted in 
chapter 2, when the other shrine members were participating in the prayer, they were the 
ones setting the tempo and the Reverend’s voice often got drowned out. It was during 
times like this, when everyone was reading norito together, that we can observe 
communitas being formed. Like Edith Turner noted, communitas is brought out in times 
of collective prayer (E. Turner 2012, 5).  
 The chohai ceremony usually begins with the Reverend sitting on a mat that is off 
to the right of the heiden (the hall of offering, which is a stage-like area with the altar). 
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He faces towards the left haiden (hall of worship) wall, looking at the space between the 
audience and the altar. Everyone else who is participating in chohai sits on the red carpet 
in the haiden facing the altar. The Reverend gets off of his mat and steps onto the altar 
stage. He bows before sitting on a bigger mat that is on the centerline in the heiden. It 
should be noted that during all ceremonies when the Reverend sits he does so in a style 
known as seiza. Seiza is a way of sitting on the ground in which the knees are together 
and the buttocks rests on the ankles or heels. After the Reverend sits on his center mat he 
bows again. Then the Reverend and everyone who is participating in Chohai do Ni Rei Ni 
Hakushu Ippai (two bows, two claps, one bow). After the final bow the Reverend begins 
the Ō Harahi no Kotoba prayer (see Appendix 1). The Reverend does the preamble by 
himself and then everyone else is supposed to join in with the prayer. There is a short 
moment of silence after the first part of the prayer, and then the Reverend does the 
preamble for the second part. After the preamble, everyone joins in with the prayer again. 
When the Ō Harahi no Kotoba is complete, everyone does Ni Rei Ni Hakushu Ippai 
again with the Reverend as the leader.  
 Next the Reverend announces a moment of silent meditation. Sometimes he does 
this announcement in both Japanese and English and sometimes just Japanese. I noticed 
that after I had been there for a while he would say it only in Japanese, if at all, when I 
was the only one with him. The moment of silent meditation lasts for a couple of minutes 
until the Reverend signals that it is time to move on. Since my fieldwork was during the 
summer, we could often hear flies buzzing around during this quiet part of the ritual. The 
silent meditation is ended with a bow. This transitions into the Articles of Faith section. 
There are two sets of articles of faith and both have a preamble. Again, the Reverend 
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does the preamble by himself and then everyone else is supposed to join along for the rest 
of it. Then everyone present reads the Goshu no Shinka (the five sacred poems) (see 
Appendix 1), with the Reverend being the only one doing the preamble like all the other 
times. At the end of Goshu no Shinka the Reverend shakes his kagura suzu (a wand like 
object with bells on it). Next the participants do Ni Rei Ni Hakusha Ippai again, 
following the Reverend’s lead. Then the Reverend plays the taiko drum that is on the 
heiden, next to his center mat. Once he is finished with the drum, the Reverend puts the 
drum sticks down and then bows toward the altar.  
 The Reverend then stands and bows again and then walks over to one of the 
haraegushi, a purification wand. There is a big haraegushi to the right and a small 
haraegushi to the left. Sometimes he uses the big one, sometimes the small. He sits down 
next to the table that has the haraegushi on it, bows and then picks it up. He then stands 
and walks over to the offering table. He holds the haraegushi so that the top of it is 
toward his left shoulder. He bows, waves the wand over the table, then bows again. When 
he waves the haraegushi he waves it three times starting with the left side, then right, 
then left again. After the Reverend has purified the daily offerings he turns toward the 
participants, bows, and waves the wand in the same fashion again, this time to purify the 
participants. While he is waving the haraegushi the participants must bow slightly. When 
he is finished, the Reverend bows and walks back to the haraegushi stand and sits again. 
He carefully puts the haraegushi back and bows, then gets up and walks off of the stage, 
back to his starting mat and sits facing the opposite direction than he was facing at the 
beginning. The Reverend then turns himself around and bows toward the altar. Then he 
bows toward the participant and thanks them, thus ending chohai.  
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 During my fieldwork I noted several variations on the way chohai was performed. 
On the Reverend’s days off he would often not change into his priest attire, or kariginu, 
and the ritual would be slightly abridged. Though he was mostly “off” on Wednesdays, 
the shrine grounds were still open for visitors and the Reverend often used his time to run 
errands. As for other variations to the ritual, the Reverend did not always use the kagura 
suzu and, as noted above, he would sometimes use the small haraegushi instead of the 
larger one. The small haraegushi often accompanied the abridged chohai rituals whereas 
the large haraegushi was used on the days when we took our time with the whole ritual. 
If there were other people besides the Reverend and myself we would always do the 
longer version of the ritual. On the days when we did the less formal abridged version of 
chohai the Reverend would just step up onto the heiden instead of starting on the mat off 
to the right. He would also not sit down next to the haraegushi but instead just walk up to 
it, bow, and then pick it up. On the days he did not start on the mat off to the side of the 
heiden he would also not end on the mat. He would instead just step off of the stage and 
that would be the end. On one particular day, the Reverend had errands to do so chohai 
consisted only of Ō Harahi no Kotoba, a very brief moment of silent meditation, the 
taiko drum and then the haraegushi. The article of faith and Goshu no Shinka were left 
out of the ritual that day. Though it only happened once while I was there, because of this 
I noted that what was most important in the chohai ritual was the Ō Harahi no Kotoba. 
The Reverend had also told me at one point that Ō Harahi no Kotoba is one of the most 
important prayers in Shinto. It is included in many rituals. On a few occasions, when the 
shrine had a full schedule, the Reverend would do chohai as part of a kitō (personal 
ceremony). However, even on the busiest of days, chohai was always performed, and it 
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was always done in the heiden. The act of chohai itself was not the only thing that was 




 During my fieldwork we did misogi shuho (a water purification ritual) every 
Saturday morning. In misogi, participants purify themselves in a way similar to how 
Izanagi-no-Mikoto did after his visit to the underworld. As part of the ceremony everyone 
reads the Misogi no Ō Harai prayer (see Appendix 2), which draws on that particular part 
of the cosmological narrative where Izanagi-no-Mikoto created the three noble kami, 
including Amaterasu Omikami, by purifying himself in the river after his visit to the 
underworld. Misogi, then, is a ritual where we can see the community’s engagement with 
cosmological communitas. As the participants purify themselves in the river, they are 
engaging with the narrative that informs their cosmological worldview.   
 On Saturdays, the Reverend requested that I arrive at the shrine around 7:30 in the 
morning so that I could do some raking and pick up leaves before the ritual at 8:30. 
Before the ritual starts, those who are participating go into the changing rooms in the 
shrine building to put on a loincloth called fundoshi and a headband called hachimaki. 
Women participants also wore robes. Once they are changed and ready to go, the 
participants wait for the Reverend in the hallway outside of the changing rooms. In the 
men’s changing room there are papers with the Misogi no Ō Harai prayer for people who 
do not have it memorized. When the Reverend is ready, the group walks up the stairs to 
the haiden. Just at the edge of the mats, close to the stairs, everyone sits seiza and does Ni 
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Rei Ni Hakushu Ippai toward the altar. They then say the Misogi no Ō Harai. While 
saying the prayer, the participants put their hands together with their middle fingers out. 
After the prayer, everyone again bows twice, claps twice, and bows once more. They then 
get up and head outside. In the shrine entrance area are the items needed for misogi (the 
Reverend usually puts all of the stuff out earlier, before the ritual begins). One, or two, of 
the participants help the Reverend carry the stuff to the river. The Reverend usually 
carried the salt, sake and a hishaku while the helper carried the tray table, candle and 
lighter. During my fieldwork I was often the one to help the Reverend carry the things 
out.   
 On the way out everyone usually stops to bow at the shrine near the river, which 
is a shrine to Sarutahiko Ōkami. Once the group is down by the river, the helper sets up 
the table and the Reverend places everything where he wants it. Until the Reverend is 
ready, the participants do furitama. In order to do furitama, the participants stand with 
their feet apart, about shoulder width, and put their hands together, right over left. The 
hands are cupped together to make it feel like they are holding a small ball. Then, in front 
of their stomach the participants vigorously shake their hands while repeatedly chanting, 
“harae do no Ōkami” (Yamamoto 1999: 118). 
 When the Reverend is ready, everyone turns toward the sun and bows twice, claps 
twice and bows once again. Next, the group does what is called the Torifune (Bird 
Rowing) Exercise (Yamamoto 1999: 118). For this exercise the participants, led by the 
Reverend, put their left legs forward while clenching their thumbs in their fists. They then 
lean forward and move their arms in a “rowing” motion as they shout “yie.” After they 
have done this several times, they do furitama again. Then the Reverend leads the group 
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in the Torifune Exercise again. This time they put their right legs forward and alternate 
between shouting “ei” and “ho.” Again, after doing this several times they go back to 
doing furitama. Then the group does the Torifune Exercise one last time. They put their 
left legs forward again and as they “row” the participants shout “yie” and “sa.” This time 
however, instead of keeping their thumbs clenched in their fists, the group opens their 
hands and extend their fingers as they “row” forward shouting “sa.” Then as they “row” 
back they clench their fists again while shouting “yie.” After doing this several times, 
everyone then does furitama again.  
 After the group finishes the Torifune Exercises the Reverend leads the 
participants in the Otakebi (Shouting) Exercise (Yamamoto 1999: 119). Standing with 
their hands on their hips, the participants repeat after the Reverend as he shouts the 
following, “Iku-tama! Taru-tama! Tama tamaru-tama!” The Reverend then has the group 
repeat after him as he shouts, “Ōkami! Ōkami! Kunitsu-Ōkami! Sarutahiko Ōkami! To-
toshi-ya!” Then everyone repeats this three times. 
 Next the group moves onto the Okorobi (Yielding) Exercise (Yamamoto 1999: 
119). Following the Reverend’s lead, everyone places their left hands on their hips while 
they bring their right hands up to their heads, with the index and middle fingers extended 
in what Yamamoto calls the “Boy Scout Salute” (Yamamoto 1999: 119). Three kami are 
invoked during this exercise and the participants repeat after the Reverend. First they 
shout: “Kunitoko-tachi-no-Mikoto! Yie!” Then they shout: “Sarutahiko-no-Ōkami! Yie!” 
And finally they shout: “Kokuryu-no-Ōkami! Yie!” Each time the group shouts “yie!” 
each individual steps forward with the left foot and makes a cutting motion with the right 
hand. 
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 Then the group moves onto the Ibuki (Breathing) Exercise (Yamamoto 1999: 
120). The participants stand with their feet apart and inhale as they bring their hands 
together over their heads. They then lower their hands and as they reach their knees they 
exhale completely. This exercise is repeated several times before the group moves toward 
the riverbank. The Reverend teaches all of these exercises to the community members. 
On the days where new people joined for misogi, the Reverend would take the time to 
explain each exercise so that community members can learn how to do them correctly. 
On days where no new people joined the extra explanation by the Reverend was not 
necessary. 
 After the participants line up along the riverbank they do furitama again while the 
Reverend does a couple of preparation rituals. First, using a hishaku, he takes a mouthful 
of sake and sprays it out into the river. The Reverend does this a total of three times and 
then throws some salt into the river. Then he walks up to each of the participants and 
tosses salt at his or her stomach. Next the Reverend returns to his spot and recites the 
“nine-letter” prayer: “Rin-Pyo-To-Sha-Kai-Zin-Retsu-Zai-Zen” (Yamamoto 1999: 120). 
Next, he cuts the air nine times while shouting “yie!”  
 At this point the group is ready to enter the water. Everyone moves closer to the 
water’s edge and does the “Boy Scout Salute” again while shouting “yie!” twice. Then 
the participants splash water on the back of their necks and move into the river quickly. 
Once they are in the river, the group crouches down so that the water comes up to the top 
of their backs, or the bottom of their necks, and they chant: “harae tamae kiyome tamae 
rokkonshyojo” (please purify and invigorate me through all six senses). Everyone 
continues to chant until the Reverend yells, “yie.” Then everyone in the group splashes 
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their face with the water and walks out of the river. When all of the participants are out of 
the water, everyone turns back to face the river. Doing the “Boy Scout Salute” again, the 
group cuts the air while shouting “yie,” just like they did before entering the river. Then 
everyone bows and raises their hands to the sides of their heads. After the ritual ends, the 
Reverend thanks everyone who participated and everyone thanks him back. 
 The group then heads back toward the haiden while the helper picks up the tray 
table and the other items they brought out. Everyone stops to bow at the Sarutahiko 
shrine again as they walk past. Then the participants go to the temizuya to wash off their 
feet. The Reverend always goes first, and then everyone else takes a turn using a hishaku 
to carefully splash the sand off of themselves. It is important that the hishaku does not 
touch the person’s feet because they are the same hishaku are used by shrine visitors to 
rinse their hands and mouths before praying to the kami. After a participant finishes 
washing off her feet, she splashes water onto the stepping-stone in front of the temizuya 
to clean it for the next person. A towel is laid out inside the entrance area of the shrine 
building for people to dry their feet as they enter. Then everyone goes back into the 
changing room to put on their dry clothes again. Once the participants have changed, they 
join the Reverend for tea in the reception room upstairs before chohai.  
 Misogi is performed at the shrine year around. I was lucky enough to have my 
first experiences during the summer time, but I also got the chance to participate in the 
ritual during the winter when I went back to help during New Year festivals of 2016 and 
2017. On the first day of the new year in 2016, the Reverend and about ten shrine 
members, myself included, got up early to do misogi. This time, the Reverend had one of 
the shrine members set up a fire cage on the beach to get a large fire going. I noticed that 
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the misogi ritual was conducted more quickly than in the summer and this was likely 
because it was very cold. We did not stay in the river long but even then my feet were so 
numb that I could barely feel them.   
  Misogi does not have to always take place at a shrine. During an Aikido seminar 
at Lake Tahoe in 2015 and 2016 (which will be discussed in greater detail in the next 
chapter) the Reverend and several Aikido students did misogi in the lake. In this case the 
sacred place of the shrine was extended through its members and their misogi practice 
onto the beach at Tahoe. For this ritual, the participants met at the beach. Some of them 
had fundoshi and hachimaki to wear but others just wore their bathing suits, myself 
included. On this occasion we did not start with the Misogi no Ō Harai prayer, the part 
that usually takes place in the shrine building, but instead just walked down to the shore 
of the lake and proceeded with the warm-up exercises. Because the lake was low, we had 
to wade out into the water quite a bit before it was deep enough for us to crouch down. 
Learning how to do misogi is important for members in the Shinto community of 
practice. And in order to learn it, they have to do it. By doing it, community members are 
also able to extend sacred place through their practice.  
 During my summer fieldwork, members would ask me if I had gotten the chance 
to do misogi yet. When I told them that I had indeed been doing misogi they would then 
suggest that I come back and try it in the winter because it was a different experience. 
Participation in misogi is open to anyone who is interested and not limited to only shrine 
members, but doing the ritual is a way for people to join the community. 
 
Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai 
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 The shrine’s many annual festivals are also a place where members and 
participants form communitas. One of those festivals is the mid-year purification 
ceremony call Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai. This is a ceremony where participants can 
renew their bodies and minds by ridding themselves of the impurities and pollution they 
have gathered since the beginning of the year. According to the printed program that was 
handed out at the 2015 Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai: “[m]any things prevent us from 
achieving our full potential. We are undermined by conflict and misfortune; we become 
preoccupied by distress and anxiety; we make mistakes, commit offenses and lose our 
purity.”  Through the Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai, practitioners can deal with the negative 
things that have affected them since the beginning of the year.  
 I was able to participate in this festival during my summer fieldwork in 2015 and 
was one of the shrine volunteers for the event. The Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai was on a 
Sunday, and people started to arrive at the shrine on the Friday before. That Saturday 
over half a dozen members participated in misogi and chohai. There was also the usual 
Saturday Aikido lesson that week from 10am-12pm and afterward many people stayed 
around to help get things ready for the next day. One project that shrine members did in 
preparation for the ceremony was to set up a large tent in the parking area in front of the 
shrine. There were also several people picking up leaves and pulling weeds in sandō area. 
Another project that volunteers worked on was putting up the Chinowa, a giant grass ring 
in a wooden frame designed for people to walk through. The parts for the Chinowa were 
retrieved from storage and it was built in front of the torii (Shinto gate) leading to the 
shrine building. A couple of the shrine members cut two pieces of the bamboo growing 
next to the shrine to use on the sides of the Chinowa and there was a paper figure tied to 
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the top of the ring. According to the information provided to ritual participants in the 
program, the Chinowa connects to a story in the cosmological narrative where Susanowo-
no-Mikoto, Amaterasu Omikami’s brother, was traveling incognito. In the story, he came 
across a poor man by the name of Somin who showed Susanowo-no-Mikoto hospitality. 
To show his gratitude, Susanowo-no-Mikoto taught the man how to build a Chinowa to 
help ward off disease and misfortune. The use of the Chinowa in the Nagoshi-no-Oharia 
Taisai connects the participants to this story in the cosmological narrative, in turn 
allowing another opportunity for community members to engage in cosmological 
communitas.   
 
 
Figure 3.1: Chinowa from the 2015 Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai 
(Photo from the shrine’s Facebook page) 
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 Shrine members also built a platform down by the river so that the Reverend 
would have a place to stand while he tossed the katashiro, paper effigies used to purify 
ritual participants, into the river. The Reverend gave another member and myself the task 
of changing the shide on the shimenawa, the sacred ropes that are used to mark the 
presence of kami, along the sandō. Shide are little zigzagged strips of white paper that are 
hung on shimenawa. In order to replace them, we had to twist the rope, pull out the old 
shide and, using pliers, put the new shide back in the same place. This was a task that I 
had a little bit of experience with because during my first week at the shrine the Reverend 
had me help the Shrine Assistant replace the shide on the shimenawa in the back areas of 
the shrine, saving the front areas for the day before the ceremony. The old shide were put 
into a box inside the shrine to be saved for ritual burning at a later date. After we finished 
with the shide, the other shrine member and I assisted where we could with the other 
projects. This work done by the volunteers on the day before the taisai helped create the 
sacred place for the ceremony. 
 The next day was the Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai, and I was assigned to work at 
the registration table in the upstairs reception room. Next to the registration table was a 
katashiro station where participants could transfer their negative energy to a paper effigy, 
if they had not already done so before coming to the shrine. All shrine members received 
some katashiro in the mail with the instructions on how to transfer the negative energy. 
Those who got them in the mail could just bring them to the ceremony. Many members 
who were unable to attend the taisai could mail them back to the shrine with a small 
monetary donation. This allowed for long distance participation in Nagoshi-no-Oharai. 
Since I had become a shrine member during my first visit in March, I had received my 
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katashiro before I left Reno for my fieldwork. The shrine had sent me five of the paper 
effigies so I was able to have my parents and two brothers transfer their negative energy 
onto a katashiro as well.  
 When it was time to start the ceremony, all of the volunteers joined the other 
participants in the haiden; volunteers had their own reserved seats. The Reverend played 
the taiko drum in the back of the room to signal the beginning of the ceremony. He then 
walked around to his usual starting place, to the right if the heiden. On that day there was 
a small chair called a koshō, similar to the chairs used for guests, set up in the Reverend’s 
usual spot. 
  For the first part of the ceremony, the Reverend sat on the small mat on the right 
of the altar stage, in front of the larger haraegushi. The Reverend read a Shinto prayer 
from this mat while facing the haraegushi. He bowed at the beginning and the end of the 
prayer. When the prayer was finished, he got up and picked up the haraegushi. He first 
went over to the offerings table in the center of the heiden. After using the haraegushi 
over the offerings table, the Reverend moved over to the black table on the left side of the 
altar stage where “the branches of sacred evergreen” were being kept. These branches 
were used in a later part of the ceremony. The Reverend used the haraegushi over the 
branches and then stepped off of the heiden and went to the left of the stage where the 
“boat” (a boat shaped tray made of bamboo) with the katashiro sat. At this point the 
Shrine Assistant helped the Reverend as he threw white paper confetti over the katashiro 
and then waved the haraegushi over it (in the usual left, right, left manner). After 
purifying the paper effigies, the Reverend and the Shrine Assistant walked away down 
the left side of the room. About a minute later, the Reverend came back along the left 
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side of the room and then went to the front of the audience. Having everyone bow 
slightly, he purified the participants with the haraegushi. 
 For the next part of the ceremony, after the haraegushi was put away, the 
Reverend sat seiza on his usual big mat at the center of the heiden. Facing the table of 
offerings he read another prayer while all of the other participants bowed slightly. The 
usual Ni Rei Ni Hakushu Ippai (two bows, two claps, one bow) was done by the 
Reverend both before and after the prayer. After the prayer, the Reverend played the 
taiko drum that sits next to his center mat on the heiden. Then the Reverend respectfully 
took the kagura suzu from the altar and walked along the front of the audience while 
ringing the bells on the kagura suzu and chanting a prayer. After walking along the front 
of the audience the Reverend walked down the middle aisle continuing to ring the kagura 
suzu and saying the prayer.  
 After the suzu part, the Reverend then went back to the mat on the right side of 
the altar stage, in front of the haraegushi. From there, while sitting seiza, he read another 
prayer facing the audience instead of the altar. He had everyone bow slightly while he 
read the prayer. The Shrine Assistant was sitting off to the left, just in front of the far left 
audience member, while the prayer was being read. Three times during the prayer, the 
Shrine Assistant said, “oooohhhh” loudly with an increasing pitch.  
 Once the prayer was finished, the Reverend had all of the participants follow him 
outside to the Chinowa. After everyone had their shoes on, we all lined up to the left of 
the Chinowa (from the perspective of looking out from the shrine). The Reverend had 
everyone stand together in rows of three to four people instead of single file.  
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 The Reverend led the way through the Chinowa. Close behind him was a shrine 
member holding the boat with the katashiro and the Shrine Assistant who had a wooden 
spear in his hands. The spear looked like the one depicted in images of Sarutahiko 
Ōkami. We all went through the Chinowa three times. The first time we came out we 
went to the left, the second time we went to the right and the third time we went to the 
left again. While we were circling through the Chinowa we all had to chant: “Minatsuki-
no-Nagoshi-no-Harae-Suru-Hito-wa-Chitose-Inochi-Nobuto-Iu-Nari.” The chanting was 
continuous as everyone made their way through the Chinowa.  
 After our third and final pass through the Chinowa, we all headed down to the 
river. The Reverend stepped onto the platform that was constructed the day before and 
everyone was instructed to hold their hands together with only their middle fingers 
sticking out (similar to misogi) while chanting: “harae tamae kiyome tamae 
rokkonshyojo” (please purify and invigorate me through all six senses). The chanting by 
the river, as well as the chanting that was done as the participants walked through the 
Chinowa, are examples of collective prayer that is performed by community members. I 
felt these prayers being an opportunity for communitas to form among the ritual 
participants. While everyone was chanting, the Reverend did a ritual over the katashiro, 
while the same shrine member as before held the boat with the paper effigies. Then, when 
he was finished with the ritual, the Reverend threw the katashiro into the river in 
handfuls. We could see the katashiro dissolve as they flowed out into the river. I had 
heard the Shrine Assistant saying the day before that they bought the quick-dissolve 
paper for the ceremony. At the end, when all of the katashiro were gone, everyone 
clapped.  
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 We all went back inside and returned to our seats. The Reverend announced the 
next part of the ceremony and took a small branch of the evergreen and presented it to the 
altar from his big center mat. He bowed and clapped with the presentation of the branch 
to the kami. The Reverend then got up and grabbed the front of the two black tables on 
the left on the altar stage and moved it off of the stage to right in front, on the centerline. 
The table was pushed up to the edge of the stage. The Reverend then called up two or 
three people at a time and gave each of them one of the evergreen branches. After 
receiving the branches from the Reverend (who was standing on the altar stage to the left) 
they walked up to the black table and together bowed toward the altar with the branch in 
front of their faces, but not covering them. The branches were then offered to the kami 
with the stems facing toward the altar. After the branches were placed down, the people 
bowed twice, clapped twice and bowed once more. They did the bowing and clapping 
together. Then they turned toward the Reverend and bowed to him as he bowed back. 
The last branch was offered for the whole group. One shrine member (who I happen to 
know was also an Aikido student) was chosen to present the branch to the kami. While he 
presented the branch, everyone was instructed to stand and do Ni Rei Ni Hakushu Ippai 
with him.  
 Then the Reverend moved the table back onto the stage and instructed everyone 
to do one deep bow. And that was it. Everyone clapped and the Reverend told us a little 
about the purpose of the ceremony and its past. And he noted that with climate change 
happening, it is important to take care of our spiritual selves. Then everyone lined up for 
a little sip of sake in individual cups. 
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Hatsumōde 
 As part of my fieldwork, I went back to the shrine for the New Years festivals of 
2016 and 2017 to volunteer for the New Year festivities. For these trips back I was able 
to stay in the kaikan (guesthouse) with some of the other shrine volunteers who had come 
from around the country to help. I ended up making these trips about a week and a half 
long each so that I could help with, and observe, all of the pre and post shrine activities 
during this holiday season. Because of this, I ended up being the first volunteer to arrive 
at the shrine and the last one to leave.  
 Hatsumōde is the first shrine visit of the New Year. This ritual is very important 
to Shinto practice because it provides people with the opportunity to rid themselves of the 
previous year’s misfortune and spiritual impurities. Both the Reverend and his wife told 
the other volunteers and myself that Hatsumōde is important to sanpaisha (shrine 
visitors) because it helps set the tone for the next year. So it was very important for all of 
us to smile and be very friendly with all of the people. The shrine sees somewhere 
between three to four thousand visitors during the first couple of days of New Year. This 
is also the most important time of the year for the shrine financially. The money that is 
gathered during Hatsumōde helps keep the shrine open throughout the rest of the year.  
 On the last couple of days of the year, the shrine volunteers help the Shrine 
Assistant prepare the shrine grounds. A large tent, the same one that was used for the 
Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai, is set up just outside of the sandō area. This tent is for the 
registration table, where people register for a ceremony, as well as the outdoor juyosho, a 
place where people can get omamori (amulets) and other shrine items. There is also 
juyosho inside so that people can acquire their shrine items after the ceremony as well. (A 
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quick note on the term “acquire” used in this context, at the shrine, members do not use 
the terms “sell” or “buy” when it comes to sacred items like omamori. Instead, the idea is 
that people can acquire the items for a small donation price.) Another large tent is put 
together on the gravel area off to the side of the shrine building. This tent is for a couple 
of food vendors that come during the first couple of days of New Years. There is also a 
smaller tent that is set up off to the side, between the two larger tents, that sells zenzai, a 
sweet red bean soup with mochi in it. The zenzai is made in the shrine kitchen and served 
by shrine volunteers, it is not attended by one of the outside vendors. If the shrine runs 
out of zenzai they then make another soup, like miso, so that sanpaisha have something 
warm they can eat.  
 There is also a fire pit that is set up outside in the gravel for the visitors. During 
the 2016 New Year there was a ban on wood fires in the area due to dry conditions so the 
shrine had purchased a gas fire pit. However, it did not do a very good job at keeping 
people warm. For the 2017 New Year we were able to have a wood fire pit again. 
Maintaining the fire was part of the job of the outside team of volunteers, of which I was 
one. For the most part I was stationed in the outside juyosho for both the 2016 and 2017 
Hatsumōde. However, I also got the chance to be the greeter at the door for people 
coming in for a ceremony on the third day of Hatsumōde in 2016 and I got to work a day 
in the zenzai tent in 2017.  
 On the days leading up to New Year the shrine is open during its regular hours as 
the Reverend, his wife, the Shrine Assistant and all of the volunteers get things set up. 
The day of New Years Eve is the last day of prep work for the festivities ahead. The very 
first ceremony of the year takes place at midnight on January 1. So after a long day of 
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getting things ready on December 31, everyone gets a break for several hours before the 
shrine reopens later that night. Before the shrine reopens, the Reverend and his wife hold 
a meeting with all of the volunteers in the upstairs registration room in the shrine 
building. At this meeting they thank everyone for their help and give them an idea of 
what to expect. They also give everyone one of the special New Year ema, wooden 
plaques that are used to write messages to the kami, which has a picture on it that depicts 
the animal of the year. They also pass around sharpies so the volunteers can write down 
their hopes for the New Year. These can later be hung at the ema den outside, or people 
can choose to take them home as souvenirs. After the meeting everyone goes to their 
stations to get things ready to go. It ends up being about 1:30AM or so by the time people 
get back to the kaikan (guesthouse) to sleep.  
 Misogi is done at 8:00 in the morning on January 1 and is open to all of the 
volunteers to participate. Some of the volunteers choose not to participate in misogi and 
instead help get things ready for the day. I was on the volunteers who chose to participate 
in misogi. The shrine gates open at 9:30 in morning and the first ceremony starts at 10:30. 
On the first day of the new year there is a ceremony every forty-five minutes with the last 
ceremony starting at 3:45. The gates are closed by 5 on this day.  
 January 2 is a bit of an easier day with gates opening at 10 in the morning and 
closing at 4 in the afternoon. On this day, the first ceremony is at 11:00am with another 
ceremony beginning every hour until the last ceremony, which is scheduled to start at 
3:00pm. For New Year of 2016 January 1 was a Friday so they decided to hold 
ceremonies on January 3, which was a Sunday, as well. The schedule for January 3 was 
the same as January 2 with the gates opening at 10am and closing at 4pm. 
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 As a way of thanking their volunteers, the Reverend and his wife treat them to 
dinner a couple of times. On one of the nights they take everyone to a local teriyaki place 
and on another night they have pizza at the kaikan. The kaikan pizza party takes place at 
the end of the hectic holiday, whereas the teriyaki dinner happens on one of the previous 
nights. For the 2017 New Year we went to the teriyaki place on New Years Eve after we 
had finished our prep work at the shrine and before we went back to the kaikan to rest. In 
their work, Uzendoski and Calapucha-Tapuy described cosmological communitas being 
found in Napo Runa parties that included songs and dance (2012). In a similar way, it is 
possible that cosmological communitas can be found among shrine volunteers and 
employees as they dine together.  
 Yearly festivals like Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai and Hatsumōde allow shrine 
members the opportunity to participate in rituals that provide a sense of communitas with 
their fellow practitioners. For Hatsumōde, it is a time where community members come 
together to help the shrine during its busiest time of the year. Without the shrine members 
being there to volunteer, the shrine would not be able to accommodate the thousands of 
people that come for Hatsumōde. As volunteers, shrine members leave their statuses from 
the outside world behind and become equals with each other. From my experience, 
communitas can be found among shrine volunteers during these yearly ceremonies. They 
are neither shrine employees nor sanpaisha and this position in the community can allow 
members to form communitas with each other. In the Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai 
communitas is found during collective prayers as the participants free themselves of the 
misfortunes they have gathered since the beginning of the year. It seemed to me, from my 
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experience at the shrine, that these yearly festivals help to shape a shared worldview 
among the participants while they share an equal status in the ritual.  
 
The Ritual Upkeep of the Shrine: Maintaining Place 
 The upkeep of the shrine grounds is a way of making and maintaining sacred 
place. Because of the important role that place has in Shinto practice, the act of 
maintaining the shrine grounds becomes a ritual in its own right. In the community of 
practice, learning how to maintain the shrine grounds positions members as caretakers in 
the community. The care for shrine grounds did not fall solely on shrine employees like 
the Shrine Assistant and Groundskeeper, but where activities community members 
learned so that they could assist in the care of the sacred place.  
Raking the Gravel 
 On my first day at the shrine, after chohai, the Reverend had the Groundskeeper 
show me how to rake the gravel in front of the shrine. The gravel is usually raked several 
times a week. Unlike chohai, this ritual did not need to be performed everyday. This task 
was usually done by the Groundskeeper, and other volunteers like me, so it was only 
performed when there was someone there to do it. Even though the task itself might be 
seen as more of a chore, it is part of the ritual upkeep of the shrine grounds. It is 
important that when raking the gravel one always starts with the sandō, the main 
approach to the shrine. While raking the goal is not to only make pretty lines in the gravel 
but to even it out and to also pick up the leaves that are in the path. Off to the side of the 
sandō is a small path that leads to the outside juyosho. The juyosho is a place where 
visitors can acquire amulets and other shrine items without having to go into the shrine 
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building. Since the path to the juyosho is connected to the sandō, it is the first to be raked. 
The Groundskeeper taught me to rake out along the juyosho path and then to switch to 
raking back and forth along the main sandō to make the lines parallel with the shrine 
building. That pattern of raking was to be continued all the way out to the parking area. 
After passing the front torii the pattern would grow to include the area in front of the 
temizuya (the hand washing station) and just past where the gravel road would curve 
around the main shrine building. From that point, the pattern would be changed so that 
the lines were being drawn to look like they were coming out of the shrine building. After 
being shown the raking technique by the Groundskeeper, this was how I raked the gravel 
throughout the summer. However, when I returned for a several days over the winter of 
2015-2016 a shrine member who was an expert gravel raker (according to the Reverend) 
informed me that I had been doing it incorrectly. Instead of doing the lines on the sandō 
parallel to the shrine building all of the lines should look like they are coming out of the 
building. This shrine member was a high-ranking member of the community so I 
immediately adopted his technique over that of the Groundskeeper’s. 
 
     
Figure 3.2: The raking pattern taught by the Groundskeeper     Figure 3.3: The raking pattern taught by shrine member 
        (Picture by Nikolas Rodrigue)           (Picture by Nikolas Rodrigue) 




Cleaning the Haiden 
 Anther ritual that is part of the upkeep of the shrine is the cleaning of the main 
shrine building. Every week, during my fieldwork, I would help the Shrine Assistant 
clean the haiden. There were even a couple of weeks where I did it myself because the 
Shrine Assistant was out of town. It was the Shrine Assistant who taught me how to clean 
the haiden and due to his instruction I became one of the community members who were 
able to perform this task. Cleaning and maintaining the altar and shrine building is 
important to the creation of sacred place. 
 Haiden cleaning always took place on Thursdays, because that was one of the 
days that the Shrine Assistant worked. In order to clean the shrine building, we needed to 
be dressed entirely in white. The Reverend had informed me that I needed white clothes 
before I came for my fieldwork and so I always kept a pair of white pants and some white 
shirts in the trunk of my car so that they would be available when needed. Thursday 
mornings, usually after chohai, the Shrine Assistant and I would change into our white 
clothes and grab a white rag from the changing room.  
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Figure 3.4: The heiden 
(Photo from shrine’s Facebook page) 
 
 
We would always start by wiping down the ritual items in the heiden, the altar stage. It 
was important to bow when stepping up onto the altar stage and I often found myself 
staying low so as to be respectful of the sacred space I was in. I had noticed others 
bowing slightly as they crossed the middle line in front of the heiden, but I may have 
been taking it a little to the extreme by trying to avoid standing as much as I could. At the 
beginning of the cleaning, we would wipe down the many wooden objects that had a 
lacquer finish. To avoid doing any damage to the objects we would keep the rags dry for 
this part of the cleaning. After all of the objects on the heiden were wiped down, we 
would move to the items in the haiden. On both sides of the altar stage were moveable 
curtains with wooden stands called kichō. In each of the two front corners of the room, 
behind the kichō, was a stand that held a wooden spear, a sacred item of Sarutahiko 
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Ōkami, one of the main kami of the shrine. We would wipe down those items just outside 
of the heiden and move our way toward the back of the haiden.  
 To the right near the back of the room, when facing the heiden, is where the 
mikoshi lives throughout the year. The mikoshi is a portable shrine that is used during the 
annual mikoshi festival. Each of the four sides of the mikoshi has a miniature torii and 
steps that lead up to little doors. To the side of the torii is a little fence that goes around 
the mikoshi and connects to the other torii. It almost looks like a dollhouse shrine. Each 
side is identical to the others. On the corners of two ends of the mikoshi are the long 
wooden poles that are used for carrying it. There are large twisted ropes that connect the 
four poles to the roof of the mikoshi. Hanging from these ropes are several large bells that 
are there to help make noise as the mikoshi is being carried. The roof curves at the four 
corners with a metal bird sitting on top of each curl. The four sides of the roof each have 
the circular magatama Shinto symbol on it and at the very top of the mikoshi is a larger 
metal bird. As we worked our way toward the back of the haiden we would also wipe 
down the mikoshi. This was a difficult task because we needed to navigate around the 
large portable shrine, going in and out of the bars, to be able to reach every part of it. The 
mikoshi was also kept close to the wall, so one side in particular was difficult to reach. 
One day, while I was cleaning the mikoshi, the Reverend noted to me that I should start at 
the top and work my way down. From that point on, I always cleaned the mikoshi from 
top to bottom.  
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           Figure 3.5: Mikoshi                             Figure 3.6: Magatama symbol 
 (Photo from the shrine’s Facebook page)   (Image from the shrine’s Facebook page) 
 
 
 Also at the back of the haiden was a taiko drum and another kichō. Those two 
items would usually be the last objects to get wiped down with the dry rags. Next we 
would use the sink in the bathroom to dampen our rags. It was important that the rags 
were squeezed completely out so that no water remained in them. We would then go back 
to the heiden and wipe down the floors. Once the heiden was completely wiped down we 
would move out into the haiden following a similar path that we did with the dry rags. 
Because the center of the haiden was covered in mats for Aikido, which were also 
covered in red carpets for shrine activities, we only needed to wipe the sides of the room 
that had a wooden floor.  
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 After finishing the haiden, we would continue by wiping the stairs and hallway 
that lead to the room. There is also a small hallway to the right, when facing the heiden, 
which leads to the bathroom and changing rooms. We would also wipe down the 
bathroom and that smaller hallway.  
 The final place that needed to be cleaned out was the entranceway. The entrance 
has a lowered stone floor with wooden racks on the sides. There are also wooden shelves 
on the walls on both sides for shoes. The stone floor is considered part of outside while 
the wooden racks are part of the inside. When entering, people remove their shoes, step 
onto the wooden racks, and place their shoes on the shelves. To clean this area, we would 
wipe down the shelves, starting with the top, and then sweep off the stone floor. In order 
to get the whole floor, we had to lift the wooden racks and sweep out from underneath 
them. Once we were all done, we would put our rags in the laundry basket and change 
out of our white clothes.  
 As shown above, the haiden is cleaned by starting with the more sacred areas and 
then slowly moved to the more profane. This pattern is repeated twice, once with a dry 
rag for ritual items and the second time with a damp rag for the floors. As I wiped down 
the items in the heiden for the first time I wondered if the cleaning was more symbolic 
than practical. The Shrine Assistant had told me, “There should be no dust” and I 
certainly did not see any. The items on the altar stage seemed to be clean and spotless and 
yet I was there wiping them down. I noticed that as we moved out into the haiden there 
was more dust and certainly after wiping the floors the rags came up dirty. Knowing that 
purity and cleanliness are important to Shinto practice, this led me to think that there was 
perhaps a shift from symbolic to practical cleaning as we shifted from the sacred to the 
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more profane areas of the shrine building. As I continued to participated in the cleaning 
every week, I began to notice that there was indeed some dust on the ritual items in the 
heiden. This led me to reinterpret what the Shrine Assistant had told me. Perhaps he had 
meant that I should make sure there was no dust and not that I should not expect to find 
any. I realized then that the symbolic and practical purposes of cleaning the haiden were 
more closely combined than I had originally thought. Although there was a specific order 
in which areas of the shrine were cleaned, the order was not strictly maintained in the 
sense that one thing had to be cleaned before another. There were a couple of times 
where the Shrine Assistant and I split up the task. For example, one time he started by 
cleaning the objects in the heiden while I started with the objects in the haiden.  
Cleaning the Temizuya 
 Another task that is a ritual of shrine upkeep was the cleaning of the temizuya. 
The temizuya is a stone water basin where visitors purify themselves before approaching 
the shrine to pray. Laying over the water on the temizuya are two pieces of bamboo that 
are tied together. On top of the bamboo rests five hishaku, or wooden ladles, that are used 
by visitors to wash their hands and rinse out their mouths. While the cup part of the 
hishaku lies on the bamboo, the handles are placed at the front of the temizuya so that 
they can be reached by sanpaisha (shrine visitors). In the back left corner of the temizuya 
is a dragon fountain that spits water into the stone basin and there is a crack on the front 
left corner to allow the overflow water to drain onto the rocks in the front of the structure. 
Under the water sits a rock and a statue of a frog with baby frogs on it. Behind the basin 
is a sign with instructions, in both English and Japanese, on how to properly use the 
temizuya. First a sanpaisha will pick up one of the hishaku and dip it into the water. To 
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make sure that none of the water goes back into the basin while they purify themselves 
they will step back to do the rest of the ritual over the stones in front of the temizuya. 
Next the visitor will pour some water into their left hand to rinse it off and then they pour 
water into their right hand to do the same. After both hands have been rinsed, the 
sanpaisha pours water into their left hand and sips the water to rinse out their mouth. 
They then spit the water out onto the stones and rinse their left hand again. They end the 
ritual by tipping the hishaku up to allow the water to drip down the handle and then they 
place the ladle back onto the bamboo.  
 
 
Figure 3.7: Temizuya 
(Photo taken by author) 




 The cleaning of the temizuya was another task that I was taught by the 
Groundskeeper. There was a special bucket with sponges and brushes that was kept in the 
basement with the other shrine tools. To begin the cleaning, we would remove the 
bamboo and hishaku off of the temizuya and set it on the ground next to the basin. We 
were always very careful to keep the hishaku on the bamboo and only allow their handles 
to touch the ground. Next we would remove the frog statue and the rock from the water 
and scrub them with the brush. There is a red algae substance that grows on the walls and 
the bottom of the temizuya as well as on the frog statue and rock. One of the main 
purposes of the cleaning is to remove the red substance from the temizuya. Once the 
statue and rock have been cleaned we then set them on the ground next to the bamboo 
and hishaku. Then, using the bucket, we would dump some of the water. As we scooped 
up the water we would toss it out onto the gravel in the parking area. Once the water was 
lowered a little bit we would scrub the inside walls of the basin, again to remove the red 
substance. When the walls were scrubbed down to the water level we would begin to 
dump more water and repeat. As soon as the water got too low for us to use the bucket, 
we would then switch to the sponge to soak up the rest. Then we would scrub the bottom 
of the temizuya. When we were finished, we would put the frog statue and rock back on 
the bottom of the basin and then fetch the hose that was connected to the side of the 
shrine building. Using the hose, we would refill the temizuya and then put the bamboo 
and hishaku back on top. 
 
Kitō and Shinto Weddings: Making use of Sacred Place 
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 Making a formal visit to a Shinto shrine is called omairi. While the shrine 
grounds are open, people are free to wander around, to pray to the kami, or just to enjoy 
the scenery. If the Reverend is around, people can also request a personal prayer called 
kitō. Those who wish to receive a kitō are invited into the shrine building where the 
Reverend helps them pick out the right prayer. There is a range of kitō available at the 
shrine for all different purposes such as: family safety and happiness, health and 
longevity, and success in business or academic studies to name a few. After the 
sanpaisha have chosen the prayer they want, they make donation to the shrine (there is a 
minimum donation required for each prayer) and they wait in the upstairs registration 
room while the Reverend and his wife get things set up for the ceremony. At the end of 
each kitō, the sanpaisha get a small sip of sake and are given an omamori, chosen by the 
Reverend. These personal prayers can also be requested long distance, in which case the 
Reverend can include the prayer with chohai.  
 When I first went to visit the shrine in March of 2015 I had scheduled a kitō so 
that I could have the chance to enter the shrine building and talk with the Reverend. I also 
got another personal ceremony for my mom and aunt when they when they came to help 
me move back to Reno after my summer fieldwork. I also brought my friend and her 
husband to the shrine to get a kitō on our way back from a conference that was in 
Vancouver in the spring of 2016. The kitō were an opportunity for them all to witness a 
Shinto ritual first hand.  
 The shrine also offers wedding services for couples wishing to have a Shinto 
marriage ceremony. This service also comes with the option for kimono rentals if the 
couple wishes to wear traditional Japanese clothing for the wedding. The main kami of 
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the shrine, Sarutahiko Ōkami and Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto, are the married couple and 
are part of the draw for having a Shinto wedding at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of 
America. 
 During my summer fieldwork in 2015, the Reverend allowed me the opportunity 
to witness a wedding of an older Texan couple. They had been married for several years 
and were having a Shinto wedding as a renewal of their vows. The Reverend told me to 
put on my white clothes and I sat in the back of the haiden. The bride and groom were 
given special wedding stools that were set up in the front of the room. After the ceremony 
they had their picture taken with the Reverend and then got more wedding pictures taken 
around the shrine.     
 Personal shrine visits and prayers along with weddings help illustrate the 
importance of the shrine as a sacred place of Shinto practice. These rituals happen on the 
shrine grounds and it is not possible to substitute a different location for them. When 
people are unable to go to the shrine for a kitō they can still have one done on their 
behalf. But even then, they must be done at the shrine. 
      
Conclusion 
The ritual practices at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America are activities that allow 
shrine members to form a sense of communitas with each other as they participate in 
Shinto activities and through collective prayer during ceremonies. They can also 
experience cosmological communitas as they interact, through rituals like misogi, with 
the Shinto cosmological narrative. Communitas is important to this Shinto community of 
practice because it allows a connection between community members who may spend 
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most of their time far away from each other, geographically. The Tsubaki Grand Shrine 
of America is one of the only shrines in the continental United States, so its membership 
stretches across the North American continent. As members practice Shinto rituals, they 
learn how to engage with the community. The communitas that is formed through 
collective prayer can last between community members even if they live far away from 
each other. The communitas that is formed among members of the shrine’s community of 
practice also helps the members extend the “place” of the shrine with their ritual 
practices. This is how misogi can be done in the river that runs by the shrine or in Lake 
Tahoe with the Reverend and a handful of community members. Place is important in 
both, but it is made important by the practice of those in the community. 
 Even though place is fluid in the Shinto community of practice at the shrine, that 
does not mean the “place” that is the shrine itself does not matter. The boundaries can be 
extended by the practice of the members but the actual shrine grounds are essential to the 
community. The kami are enshrined at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of American and so the 
annual season-based rituals, like Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai and Hatsumōde, take place at 
that location. People also visit the shrine for kitō and those who wish to have a Shinto 
wedding do so at the shrine. Because the shrine is an important place to the community, 
maintaining the shrine grounds becomes a ritual in itself. 
 As we have seen, members of the shrine’s community of practice are taught how 
to participate in Shinto rituals by the Reverend and other community members. The 
Shrine Assistant and Groundskeeper were also my teachers as I learned how to 
participate in the community of practice. I learned by doing. This was the case for both 
rituals and the upkeep of the shrine grounds. During the shrine’s rituals, there was plenty 
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of guidance for those who were new to the practice. A community member did not have 
to be an expert on a ritual in order to participate. Instead, they would learn it by doing the 
ritual. By learning how to engage with ritual practice, community members, like myself, 
are able to participate in the creation of place. This creation of sacred place includes both 
maintaining the place that is the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America as well as extending 
place through Shinto rituals. Because of this, rituals are a key practice in the Shinto 
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Chapter 4 
Aikido: A Key Practice in the Shrine Community 
Hit the Mats 
 
Hit the mats to practice 
A flow of energy between me and partner 
Call it ki 
Must not think 
Only focus 
Ki is key 
In the hands 
Always be lively 
As I hit the mats 
     
Introduction 
 Before I ever visited the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America, I explored the 
possibility of doing an ethnographic study on Aikido practice in Reno. I visited a local 
dojo (martial arts training place) to observe a class and had the chance to talk with the 
instructor. During my first trip to the shrine, in March of 2015, I was able to talk to the 
Reverend a little bit about Aikido. It was then that he first informed me that Sarutahiko 
Ōkami, one of the main kami of the shrine, influenced the founder of Aikido, Morihei 
Ueshiba. I also learned that the Reverend knew the Reno Aikido instructor and that there 
were some differences between their types of Aikido. After I had asked the Reverend 
about doing fieldwork at the shrine he noted that he would like to do some Aikido 
training with me, as he wanted Aikido to be part of my summer activities at the shrine. 
The list of things the Reverend told me to bring for my fieldwork (clothes for working 
outside, white clothes for cleaning inside, etc.) included a gi (martial arts uniform) for 
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Aikido training. I bought a gi from the local Aikido dojo in Reno before heading back up 
for my fieldwork.   
 In this chapter I will argue that Aikido is one of the practices in the larger 
community of practice surrounding the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. It is also a 
community of practice in its own right in that people can be solely involved in Aikido 
without participating in the other shrine activities. Although members of this interlocking 
community of practice do not have to be a part of the Shinto community, the practice of 
Aikido, especially at the shrine, allows for members to be introduced to other Shinto 
practices. Aikido, then, is a possible way in which non-Japanese people become active in 
the religion, as Ishida (2008) noted. As will be discussed, Aikido is an activity that must 
be done in order to learn it. Members can not just watch, they must participate in order to 
be able to be a part of the community. The Reverend was an Aikido instructor before he 
became a Shinto priest and it was through his Aikido practice that he became interested 
in Shinto. However, this connection between Aikido and the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of 
America is not particularly unique. Morihei Ueshiba, the founder of Aikido, was 
influenced by Shinto beliefs and practice and Aikido was created with Shinto principles. 
Other key members of the shrine community also participate in Aikido. The Shrine 
Assistant is one of the Reverend’s advanced students and he sets his work schedule so 
that he is at the shrine on Tuesdays and Thursdays, thus making it easier for him to stay 
after work for keiko (practice). The Shrine Assistant also regularly accompanies the 
Reverend when he travels for Aikido seminars. Several of the Aikido students also 
volunteer to help out during shrine events and ceremonies.  
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Aikido 
 Aikido, 合気道, is a Japanese martial art that was created by a man named 
Morihei Ueshiba. Ai, 合, means “to join” while ki, 気, is a Japanese term that describes 
“essence” or “spirit.” Do (pronounced doe), 道, can be translated as “path” or “way” 
(Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 2017). Therefore, roughly translated, Aikido means 
“the path or way of joining essences.” The term ki, the middle part of Aikido, is often 
used in Aikido practice to describe the energy or essence a practitioner has in his or her 
body as they move. The Reverend would often tell his students to keep ki in their hands 
as they practice. What he means when he says that is that the hands should be engaged 
and lively, they need to have the “essence” in them. According to the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine of America’s webpage, aiki is not only something that is created by the kami but is 
also the way of the kami (Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 2017). “The movements of 
Aikido which unite human being with great nature are all given by Sarutahiko-no-O-
Kami. Aikido is Misogi..a purification of ourselves…the way of the universe” (Tsubaki 
Grand Shrine of America 2017).  
 An ethnographic study of Aikido was done by an anthropology student at the 
Colorado College by the name of Greg Hamilton. A look at this work will be helpful in 
seeing Aikido practice that is not tied directly to a Shinto shrine. Hamilton (1994) had 
done fieldwork in Osaka, Japan, with an Aikido club at the Osaka University of Foreign 
Studies, or Osaka GaiDai. He then compared his experience in Japan with an Aikido club 
at Colorado College. Hamilton found that there was a key difference in his experiences 
between the two clubs. “The minute changes in the training hall and its rituals, the lack of 
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certain aspects of hierarchy and status in America, the slightly different attitudes of 
teacher and student: they all pointed to a certain power and mystique that was lost when 
aikido was transplanted” (Hamilton 1994, 2-3). Hamilton concluded that the difference 
between Aikido practice in Japan and in the United States stems from the practitioners 
and the reasons they were drawn the martial art. It is Hamilton’s belief that foreigners (in 
his case Americans) are drawn to Aikido out of an interest in participating in an exotic 
foreign practice. “The judgment I’m implying here is that exoticism discounts the 
sincerity of one’s appreciation of aikido” (Hamilton 1994, 102). Hamilton, therefore, 
found his Japanese participants to be more sincere in their Aikido practice than his 
participants from the United States. This was not the experience I noticed at the shrine. 
From my observation, most, if not all, of the Aikido students I interacted with were very 
sincere in their practice.  
 Hamilton claimed that Aikido lends itself to ethnography because the practice is 
rich in ritual (Hamilton 1994). When discussing the Japanese Aikido club, he explained 
that members would bow to each other when they arrived for keiko and would also take a 
moment to bow toward a shrine that is always set up in the dojo with a picture of the 
Aikido founder. This shrine is called kamiza with the term “kami” coming from Shinto 
and “za” meaning “seat” (Hamilton 1994, 33). Thus the shrine set up in the dojo, and 
other dojos like it, is a kami-seat. Before the practice began, the members of the Osaka 
GaiDai Aikido club would be free to talk amongst themselves or play around on the mats 
and practice some techniques (Hamilton 1994, 25). When it was time to start, the leader 
of the club would kneel in front of the kamiza with the rest of the class kneeling in rows 
behind him. Hamilton noted that the black belts would be in the font row and the white 
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belts in the back row (Hamilton 1994, 25), signifying the importance of hierarchy in the 
class.  
 In his work, Hamilton also noted the influence Shinto has on Aikido practice. 
“The sword has long been a Shinto symbol for the human kokoro (heart, soul, or spirit), 
because like a sword, the heart must be constantly honed and polished to maintain its 
beauty” (Hamilton 1994, 92). He further explained that Aikido is a way in which people 
can hone and clean their kokoro. The use of misogi in Aikido practice is a key connection 
between the religion and the martial art. In Hamilton’s work he discussed misogi warm-
ups that are performed by the class at the start of practice. Hamilton described the 
purpose of the misogi warm-ups as being a way for Aikido practitioners to purify 
themselves before their practice. “Just as a Shinto follower can’t hope to approach the 
kami when impure, practitioners of aikido can’t hope to come to terms with aikido’s 
truths without misogi” (Hamilton 1994, 93).  
 Hamilton’s work shows that Aikido itself is ritualized. In his fieldwork he noticed 
his participants bowing to each other and to the kamiza when they arrived for practice. He 
also noted that members of the GaiDai club would kneel in rows to bow to the kamiza at 
the beginning of practice as well as at the end of practice. They also did misogi exercises 
before doing Aikido. Many of the rituals Hamilton observed could also be seen, in some 
variation, at the shrine. The Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America does not have a kamiza, 
per se, but instead uses the same altar used in Shinto rituals in its place. As people enter 
and exit the haiden, both during Aikido and anytime in general, they bow to the altar. At 
the beginning of Aikido practice, the Reverend and his students sit seiza (sitting on the 
ground with knees together and the buttocks resting on the ankles) and do Ni Rei Ni 
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Hakushu Ippai (two bows, two claps, and one bow again), an action that is very common 
when praying to kami. This is done instead of the one bow to the kamiza that the Aikido 
club in Hamilton’s research would do to begin practice. Also, at the shrine, instead of 
bowing to end practice, there was a short ceremony that was done, including a prayer 
chanted by all of the Reverend and the Aikido students (this will be discussed in more 
detail later in the chapter). Hamilton’s work provides a good ethnographic example of 
Aikido practice outside of shrine activities.  
 
Morihei Ueshiba 
 To understand an Aikido community of practice we must first look at its founder, 
Morihei Ueshiba. Ueshiba, who is often referred to by Aikido practitioners as Ōsensei, 
was born in 1883. In 1958 he visited the Tsubaki Grand Shrine in Japan (Yamamoto 
1999). During his visit he requested the opportunity to practice misogi at the waterfall on 
the shrine grounds. Reverend Yukitaka Yamamoto, the 96th head priest of Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine, noted that on Ueshiba’s first visit to the shrine he offered some Aikido moves to 
the kami with his bokken (Yamamoto 1999). Ueshiba later told Reverend Yamamoto and 
his father that he had received his moves from Sarutahiko Ōkami and that the reason he 
visited the shrine was because he had heard it was the main shrine devoted to that kami. 
According to Reverend Yamamoto, Ueshiba told him that “Aikido is the way of misogi 
itself, the way to become Sarutahiko no Okami and stand on the Ame no Ukihashi (the 
bridge between heaven and earth)” (Yamamoto 1999: 59). As discussed in chapter three, 
misogi is a purification of body and mind. Ueshiba often explained the practice of Aikido 
as being a form of misogi (Stevens 1993). The practice is seen by its practitioners as 
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being a way for an individual to purify their body and mind. The idea that Aikido is a 
purification of the body and mind is key to Ueshiba’s “Way of Harmony” philosophy. In 
this philosophy having a calm spirit helps an individual to return to the divine (Stevens 
1993). And Aikido is a way to calm a person’s spirit and connect them with kami. After 
his first visit to the Tsubaki Grand Shrine, Ueshiba requested that Sarutahiko Ōkami be 
enshrined at Aiki Jinja, a shrine built by Ueshiba. In July of 1960, Reverend Yamamoto 
made the trip to Iwama to perform the enshrinement ceremony (Yamamoto 1999). Today, 
the mitama (spirit) or Ueshiba is enshrined at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. It is 
also very common for Aikido dojos to have an altar dedicated to the founder, similar to 
that one described in Hamilton’s work.   
 Ueshiba often used dōka (poems that are arranged in a 5-7-5-7-7 syllable pattern) 
to help share his teachings (Stevens 1993). Dōka often carry deep spiritual meaning. 
According John Stevens (1993), Ueshiba’s use of dōka  employs a sense of kotodama 
(see chapter 2). His poetry often made the connection between Aikido and Shinto. In one 
dōka Ueshiba makes reference to the sacred sword, kusanagi, which was one of the three 
sacred items given to Ninigi-no-Mikoto (the imperial ancestor) by his grandmother 
Amaterasu Omikami when he was sent to rule over Japan.  
 
 Utsushiyo to 
 kami ya hotoke no 
 michi mamoru 
 aiki no waza wa 
 kusanagi no nori 
 
 Protecting the Way 
 of gods and buddhas 
 in this world of ours: 
 The techniques of Aiki 
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 are the law of kusanagi  
 (Stevens 1993, 45) 
 
 In another dōka Ueshiba referenced all three of the sacred items that were given to 
Ninigi: 
 
 Yo no hajime 
 kudashi tamaishi  
 jikyōken 
 kuni o tatemasu 
 kami no mikokoro 
 
 At the beginning of the world 
 Mirror, Jewel, and Sword 
 descended, thereby 
 establishing the nation 
 as an expression of the Divine Mind 
 (Stevens 1993, 59) 
 
 These poems are highly metaphorical and rely on the mythological images to 
reflect moral and ethical values. Stevens noted that “Morihei explained the real 
significance of the regalia as follows: ‘The Mirror symbolizes knowledge and honesty; 
the Jewel stands for benevolence and compassion; the Sword represents bravery and 
resolution’” (Stevens 1993, 59). Ueshiba even wrote dōka about the concept of kotodama 
(also sometimes pronounced kototama) itself. 
 
 Kototama no 
 udai ni tagiru 
 samuhara no 
 ōunabara wa  
 yamabiko no michi 
 
 Kototama– 
 seething throughout the cosmos: 
 In the plains of Heaven, 
 in the deep sea, 
 one vast mountain echo! 
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 (Stevens 1993, 54)   
        
 Because Sarutahiko Ōkami is one of the main kami of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine 
of America and the inspiration for Aikido, this creates a special connection between the 
founder of Aikido and the shrine. The fact that Ueshiba also made several pilgrimages to 
the Tsubaki Grand Shrine in Japan helps give Aikido a special place in the community of 
practice surrounding the shrine in the United States.  
 
Aikido and the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 
 My first Aikido class at the shrine happened to be on my first day of fieldwork. I 
had arrived at the shrine on June 9, 2015, which was a Tuesday. I spent the entire day 
helping the Groundskeeper and Shrine Assistant with tasks around the shrine grounds. At 
5pm, I had an hour break before Aikido class started at 6pm. The first hour of Aikido was 
a beginner’s class that was taught by one of the Reverend’s advanced students. On my 
first night, one other student came to the beginner’s class. On other nights there were 
more students but sometimes it was just me and the student teacher. At 7pm, the 
beginner’s class ended and we got ready for the main class, which was taught by the 
Reverend. The Shrine Assistant came back from his break for the main class shortly 
before the beginner’s class ended and went to put on his gi in the changing room. When 
the Reverend was ready, he came down from his shrine office upstairs and into the 
haiden. He was already dressed in his gi. Since it was a lovely summer evening, the 
Reverend suggested that we begin practice outside. On his instruction, we grabbed jo, 
bokken, and sandals to take with us out onto the shrine gravel. There were racks of 
bokken and jo on the back wall of the haiden and one of the other students showed me 
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which of the weapons I could use. There were also extra sandals in the men’s changing 
room that students could borrow. When I went shopping that Friday I made sure to 
purchase my own pair of sandals, which were useful not only for Aikido practice but also 
for Saturday misogi.  
 The outdoor site that was used for Aikido training was the gravel area on the side 
of the shrine, close to where the Reverend parked his car. Since the evening weather was 
usually nice during my fieldwork, it was the summer routine to start practice outside with 
bokken and jo. While we were outside the Reverend showed us a technique with one of 
the weapons and we would then practice it. The weapon techniques were always done in 
pairs, so he had one of his advanced students help him demonstrate. On this first night, 
since I was new and there were only three other Aikido students, the Reverend 
demonstrated for me the proper way to do cuts with bokken. He then told me to do a 
thousand cuts while the others practice the technique he had showed us. Training your 
body to do proper cuts is helpful throughout Aikido practice and the Reverend told me 
that he does fifteen hundred cuts every morning. To practice, I stood in a place where I 
could see my reflection in a window of the old Japanese style house; it is a beautiful 
house that used to be the Reverend’s home but is now used for storage on the shrine 
grounds. While watching myself make the cuts, I practiced what the Reverend taught me 
and kept count. When it was time to go in I had only managed to make about six hundred 
cuts, nowhere near the thousand the Reverend had instructed me to do. But he never 
asked how far I got, so I figured I was fine. Inside I sat with the other students along one 
of the walls while the Reverend demonstrated an Aikido technique without weapons. He 
used the Shrine Assistant to help with the demonstration. We then paired off to practice 
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what we had just been shown. On my first night, I was surprised to learn that at the end of 
every practice there was a ritual led by the Reverend at the front of the haiden. This ritual 
included a prayer that was recited by the Reverend and the students together. A copy of 
the prayer was handed out for those who did not have it memorized and I only later 
learned it was the Misogi no Ō Harai (see Appendix 2). 
 As noted before, Aikido was taught at the shrine three days a week: Tuesday and 
Thursday evenings from 6pm to 9pm and on Saturday mornings from 10am to 12pm. 
Saturday morning practice did not include a beginner’s class. On Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, at the end of the workday, the Shrine Assistant was responsible for changing 
the haiden into the dojo. If I was available, I would often help him out, though this was a 
chore he was used to doing on his own. In order to make the transformation we had to 
move the inside juyosho (the amulet receiving place) tables that lined the red carpet on 
the back left-hand side of the haiden (from the perspective of facing the altar) up to the 
front left corner so that they would be out of the way. We then had to roll up one to two 
of the large red carpets, revealing the dojo mat floors underneath, and line them against 
the wall on the right up toward the front. On Saturdays we had misogi and chohai before 
keiko (Aikido practice) and students usually started showing up near the end of the 
morning prayer. After chohai, the early arriving students and I would set up the haiden 
for Aikido practice.  
 Before practice some of the students would grab brooms and sweep off the mats. 
Starting on the mat area closest to the altar, they swept back and forth, heading toward 
the entrance of the room. When they reached the end of the mats they would make a pile 
and use a hand broom and dustpan to finish up. New members to the community of 
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practice, such as myself, learned how to sweep off the mats and set up the dojo from the 
other students in the community; it is not taught by the Reverend. The preparation of the 
dojo, and putting the haiden back together after keiko, are activities that all members of 
the community of practice needs to be able to do. It is expected that older members teach 
the newer members the proper way to maintain their practice space. 
 As students waited for practice to begin they were free to warm-up and practice or 
just sit quietly and meditate. Keiko usually began, at the shrine, with the Reverend sitting 
seiza on the mats, near the center of the room, facing the altar. All of the students would 
sit seiza in rows behind him, similar to the Aikido students at in Hamilton’s work, but 
they are not organized based on rank. Following the Reverend’s lead, we would bow 
twice, clap twice, and bow once more doing Ni Rei Ni Hakushi Ippai. Then the Reverend 
would face the class and we would do warm-up exercises. Both the beginner’s class and 
the main class started this way. Keiko itself usually started with weapons training (bokken 
and jo). On Saturday mornings, however, the Reverend liked to take us to an area across 
the river. We would leave our sandals at the bank of the river, hike up the legs of our gi, 
and carefully cross the river, weapons in hand, to our training location. Needless to say, 
the river felt good on those summer mornings. The weapons training would begin with 
the Reverend demonstrating a technique with one of his advanced students and then he 
would have us pair up to practice. We would usually be outside practicing for about an 
hour with the bokken and jo before going inside to train without weapons. When I was at 
the shrine over the winter, we did the weapons training inside.  
 The other part of the practice was similar to the weapons training. The students 
would sit along the edge of the mat and the Reverend would demonstrate a technique 
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with one of the advanced students. Before he got started he would often ask the class if 
there were any requests. After the demonstration he would have us pair up to practice. 
When there was an odd number of students there would be a group of three and the 
students would create a cycle that gave everyone the opportunity to practice. The 
Reverend would walk around while everyone did the technique and would give advice, 
compliment the achievements of students, and would also provide more demonstrations 
when needed. Occasionally he would bring the class back together for another group 
demonstration, sometimes expanding on the technique or providing something different 
to try.  
 Even though the Reverend would demonstrate a technique several times I found 
that I was not able to really start learning it until I practiced it. This was the case for both 
the training with weapons and without. All of the students I worked with were more 
advanced than I was and they always played the role of teacher to me as they explained 
the proper way to perform the technique while at the same time doing it with me. I 
noticed that the advanced Aikido students were often placed in the position of teacher as 
they were expected to help their partners, especially if they were paired with newer 
students, understand the technique. From my experience, one learned Aikido by doing it. 
Being shown the technique is a useful first step but it was hard to learn it without doing 
it. This is because Aikido students must work their bodies to be able to do the moves. I 
can say from experience that you can feel it in your body when you successfully do the 
technique. Usually when this happens, both you and your partner will feel it and there is a 
moment of acknowledgement between the two of you. The fact that you learn Aikido by 
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doing the practice helps emphasis the community of practice formed around this martial 
art. 
 When class time was over, the Reverend would motion for everyone to head 
toward the altar. One of the students usually ran to fetch the sheets of paper with the 
Misogi no Ō Harai written on it for the students who did not have it memorized. As 
previously noted, a ritual took place at the end of keiko. The Reverend would turn off all 
of the lights in the haiden except for the lights on the altar (in the heiden). He did this by 
using the light switches that are on the left side of the heiden (when facing the altar). All 
the students sat seiza at the edge of the heiden (still on the mat area and not on the 
wooden floor that is just in front of the heiden stage). The Reverend would sit on his 
large mat at the center of the heiden. We all did furitama, cupping our hands together, 
like in misogi, right over left, and holding them in front of our centers (hara) while 
chanting “Sarutahiko Ōkami.” Then the Reverend announced “saihai” and we all bowed 
twice. Next we said the Misogi no Ō Harai all together. Then we would have a moment 
of silent meditation. After that we did two bows, two claps and one bow then the 
Reverend played the taiko drum. When he finished with the drum, the Reverend would 
then use the kagura suzu, the bell wand (sometimes with a prayer, sometime not). After 
he was finished, the Reverend stepped off of his mat and kneeled off to the right side of 
the mat (when facing the shrine) facing us (the students) and said “arigatou” (thank you). 
We all responded by thanking him, some in English others in Japanese. The Reverend 
then came off of the heiden and we all made a circle. We said thank you again and then 
the Reverend talked about what we did during training and asked if there were any 
questions. After that, we would all say thank you one last time and everyone was 
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dismissed. Several students would usually stay in the haiden to put the room back 
together before changing out of their gi. The advanced students would often stay in the 
haiden to use the floor space to fold up their hakama, a formal pleated skirt that used to 
be worn by samurai and are still worn today by Shinto priests and advanced Aikido 
students. One of the students would also fold up the Reverend’s hakama for him. 
 As was noted by Hamilton (1994), Aikido practice is rich in ritual. We see this in 
the activities of Aikido practitioners at the shrine as the prepare the space for practice, 
bow and clap to begin class, and participate in a ceremony to end keiko. Also, as we have 
seen, Aikido and misogi go hand in hand and Aikido practice can even be considered a 
type of misogi. Especially since Ueshiba saw the practice of Aikido as being a way for 
people to purify their bodies and minds, similar to the practice of misogi. The collective 
prayer at the end of keiko, with the recitation of the Misogi no Ō Harai, can be a way of 
forming communitas among the Aikido practitioners. As we have seen in chapter 3, the 
use of collective prayer (E. Turner 2012, 5) can be a key way that communitas is formed 
in the larger Shinto community of practice in general. Aikido practice is an activity in the 
shrine repertoire and its practice is important to the membership in the community. 
Members of the community do not necessarily have to practice Aikido, but Aikido 
practitioners are important members of the community, as we will discuss shortly. 
 The connections between Shinto and Aikido can be seen through some of the 
shared symbols the two practices use. Visitors to the shrine are likely to notice several 
different symbols around the shrine grounds. One such symbol is a triangle inside a circle 
that is inside a square. This symbol is located throughout the shrine property. For 
example, it can be seen on the stone steps leading to the river, on a shrine dedicated to 
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deceased family members, and in the wooden floor just in front of the heiden. According 
to Yamamoto, this symbol is also built into the floor of the heiden at the Tsubaki Grand 
Shrine in Japan and it is made out of three different colors of natural wood, very similar 
to the one at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America (Yamamoto 1999). This symbol is not 




  Figure 4.1: Triangle, circle, square symbol                 Figure 4.2: Triangle, circle, square symbol on the path to the river, at the shrine 
     (Image from the shrine’s Facebook page)                       (Photo taken by author) 
 
 
 Ueshiba liked to use this symbol to illustrate a principle he called “ichirei-shikon-
sangen-hachiriki” or “One-Spirit, Four-Souls, Three-Fundamentals, and Eight-Powers” 
(Stevens 1993, 31-32). He felt that this was a framework present in the cosmology of all 
religions. In this philosophy, the triangle represents the “ki-flow dimension” which 
symbolizes initiative and the circle represents the “liquid dimension” which symbolizes 
unification. The square, on the other hand, represents the “solid dimension” which 
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symbolizes form. In Aikido practice, the triangle is the key for “entering,” the circle is the 
key for “blending,” and the square is the key for “control” (Stevens 1993, 32-33).  
 In Shinto, this symbol represents a similar principle called sanmi-sangen. “Sanmi-
sangen means the three elements that constitute the basis of all forms of existence” 
(Yamamoto 1999, 101). The three shapes help guide the destiny of human life. On one 
level the shapes represent the stages of matter: the triangle is associated with gas, the 
circle with liquid, and the square with solid. On another level they carry a deeper 
meaning for human life. The triangle also represents “mission” while the circle represents 
“life” and the square represents “destiny” (Yamamoto 1999). According to the shrine 
webpage, in order for a life to have meaning it must find a balance between mission and 
destiny (Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 2017). 
     
Aikido and the Community of Practice 
 As previously noted, Sarah Spaid Ishida (2008) identified four categories of 
American Shinto practitioners in her research. These categories were largely informed by 
her interviews with the Shinto seminar attendees and comments made on the shrine 
listserv. The first category she identified she labeled as “physical disciplines” and it 
included people who came to Shinto practice through their participation in activities such 
as Aikido and misogi (Ishida 2008). She found that several of her participants had started 
Shinto practice because they had been introduced to it through Aikido. One of her 
participants stated: 
 
For me, when I first started to experience [Shinto], it was closely related to 
Aikido…martial arts for me is a way to explore myself and develop my 
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person. Shinto appealed to me as a way to further what you know, through 
misogi practice and chinkon practice, and chanting, and all the resonances 
and embodying all the resonances in what initially stood out (Ishida 2008, 
50).  
 
 In this statement, Ishida’s participant also notes their participation in misogi and 
chinkon (Shinto meditation). Ishida interviewed other people who had similar 
explanations for how they got interested in Shinto. One of her other participants noted 
that they had moved up to the area for Aikido training and to be close to the shrine 
(Ishida 2008). Aikido, then, is a practice that can lead to participation in the broader 
community of practice at the shrine. It should be noted that not everyone who participates 
in Aikido at the shrine chooses to become involved in the larger community of practice, 
but Aikido practitioners are engaging in an activity that is part of the larger community. 
This even includes people who live far away from the shrine but choose to participate in 
the Reverend’s Aikido by visiting the shrine and/or attending the Reverend’s Aikido 
seminars that take place outside of the shrine.  
 During my fieldwork I noticed that many of the shrine volunteers were also 
Aikido students. There are several students who have donated money and/or time to the 
shrine and a number of the core group of volunteers who help out during ceremonies also 
practice Aikido. One of the Reverend’s advanced students is a photographer and he is 
often at ceremonies taking pictures for the shrine to use online and in their newsletter. He 
is also sometimes hired to take wedding photos for couples getting married at the shrine. 
This is just one of the examples of how Aikido students get involved in the larger 
community of practice.  
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 From my observations it was hard to determine which practice led to the other, 
whether Aikido students decided to be more involved with the shrine or if Shinto 
practitioners decided to take Aikido classes. The likely answer is that both are true. Ishida 
showed that several of her participants came to Shinto through Aikido but that does not 
necessarily mean that there were no people who came to Aikido through Shinto. As for 
myself, I went to the shrine to learn about Shinto practice and the Reverend had me join 
in Aikido training. It is very likely that others have gone to the shrine out of an interest in 
Shinto and found themselves participating in Aikido. The practices of Shinto and Aikido 
are so connected, especially at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America, that the flow of 
people would not necessarily be unidirectional.  
 The Reverend has traveled around the world for Aikido seminars and there are a 
few seminars that he teaches every year. I have been able to attend the Tahoe seminar 
twice so far, which took place in August, and I was only able to attend a part of one of the 
Sacramento seminars which usually takes place at the beginning of the calendar year. The 
seminars are done over the weekend, beginning with a Friday evening keiko and then 
training during the day on Saturday and Sunday. The seminars also include misogi on 
Saturday morning and a potluck on Saturday evening. For the Tahoe seminar misogi is 
done in the lake, which is a slightly different experience than doing it in a river because 
we had to wade out into the water until it got deep enough for use to immerse ourselves.  
 The first time I attended the Aikido seminar at Lake Tahoe, it was several weeks 
after I had returned home from my summer fieldwork. The Reverend had told me about 
the seminar while I was at the shrine and since it would be close to where I lived he 
thought it would be a good idea for me to attend. The Reverend does the seminar with 
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one of his old students who teaches in the Tahoe area and the Reverend thought it would 
be a good idea for me to start training with him while I was back in Reno. For the 
seminar, there is a house set aside for the Reverend and some of his students to stay in 
and he invited me to stay in the house with them. Everyone else who stayed in the house 
were Aikido students I had met during my summer fieldwork; most of them had traveled 
from Washington for the seminar, though there was one student from California who I 
had met during the Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai. The Aikido training took place in an 
elementary school in the same neighborhood as the house we were staying in, which 
meant we could walk to it relatively easily, though there was usually a car from the house 
that drove down with the Reverend and a couple of the students. We all met in the school 
gym which had mats rolled out to turn it into a dojo. There was also a small makeshift 
shrine set up at the head of the room with a small kamidana and images of Sarutahiko 
Ōkami and Ame-no-Uzume-no-Mikoto. This altar acted as our kamiza for the seminar and 
we would begin practice by bowing and clapping to it. Like the at the shrine, the 
Reverend would have us start keiko by doing weapons training outside. For this, we used 
a grass field that was connected to the school. After spending a good hour or so outside, 
we went in to do training without weapons. Again, learning the techniques the Reverend 
showed us required doing them over and over again. It was through the repetitive action 
that one could begin to feel the way the Aikido movements were meant to be felt.  
 When keiko ended, in the early afternoon on Saturday and Sunday, we all sat seiza 
in front of the kamiza and recited the Misogi no Ō Harai, there were copies of the prayer 
handed out for those who needed it. On Saturday afternoon, we all went to the beach 
before attending a potluck at the house of Reverend’s old student. Activities like this 
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show that the Aikido seminars are not just about Aikido practice but also about forming 
community. I noticed many of the same people attending the Sacramento seminar and 
going to the Lake Tahoe seminar the following year. I have also seen many of the same 
faces in pictures of the other seminars. 
 There is an Aikido seminar that takes place at the shrine every April, the Aiki 
Taisai. Taisai is the Japanese word grand festival and is often used in Shinto to note 
major shrine rites (Study Group of Shinto Culture 2006). This seminar is seen as a major 
shrine rite because it also includes a dedication to the spirit of Morihei Ueshiba. In the 
Spring/Summer 2016 edition of the shrine newsletter the Reverend wrote this about the 
recent Aiki Taisai: 
 
A very special weekend for Tsubaki America Shrine takes place each year 
during Spring Season–the Kannagara Aiki Taisai is a weekend of training 
our KI through Aiki Movement and Misogi Shuho as well as a time to 
honor the Enshrined Mitama of the Aikido Founder. This years [sic] event 
was so really special as Kannagara Members and friends could gather 
from various parts of North America and Canada in the enriched 
atmosphere of the Shinto Jinja…thank you so much to everyone!!!! 
(Shimenawa Spring/Summer 2016) 
 
The Aikido seminars give people the opportunity to participate long distance in the 
shrine’s Aikido community of practice. By participating in the Reverend’s Aikido, they 
are naturally exposed to the broader community of practice that surrounds the Tsubaki 
Grand Shrine of America. That is not to say that everyone who attends these seminars 
participate in the broader Shinto community of practice, but the seminars do provide the 
opportunity for those who live far away from the shrine to maintain a presence in the 
shrine community of practice.  
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Conclusion 
 Aikido is a community of practice in its own right, but it is also a practice in the 
larger Shinto community of practice at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. People can 
learn to be in the community of practice by doing Aikido. It is in the participation of the 
practice that the learning takes place. Members in the Aikido community do not 
necessarily have to be involved in the shrine’s Shinto activities, but the close relationship 
between the two practices, established by the Aikido founder himself, allows for Aikido 
to be an introduction to Shinto. But the connection between the two goes both ways and 
Shinto practitioners may find themselves getting involved in Aikido. Because of this, the 
Aikido community of practice at the shrine is interlocked with the overall Shinto 


















Foreign to this land 
 
Foreign to this land 
But not foreign in thought 
A practice to study 
A practice to live by 
It is not belief 
It is action 
It is experience 




Community of Practice at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America 
 The Shinto community of practice at the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America is 
made up of three main practices, each forming their own smaller community of practice. 
These practices are, language use, rituals and ceremonies, and Aikido. Members of the 
United States Shinto community can participate in as many of the practices they like with 
as much or little involvement they choose. For example, a member who practices Aikido 
at the shrine, or maybe just attends Aikido seminars with the Reverend, but does not 
attend yearly ceremonies like Nagoshi-no-Oharai Taisai or participate in other Shinto 
rituals, can still be considered part of the larger community.   
 Language is the practice that is probably the most closely tied to the larger 
community of practice at the shrine. The use of language by shrine members is directly 
related to the other practices. A form of truncated Japanese, a competency in the language 
that would not necessarily make a person fluent in Japanese but competent for the social 
environment of the shrine, is used to help authenticate the Shinto practice. Members can 
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draw on certain aspects of the language to help situate themselves into the community. 
By memorizing prayers in an ancient form of Japanese, called yamato no kotoba, people 
in the community engage with kotodama, a concept that connects them to other 
practitioners through both space (other shrines around the world) and time (practitioners 
in the past who have used the same prayers).  
 Language, then, is important to rituals, because they are always performed in 
yamato no kotoba. It is through the ritual practices at the shrine that members engage 
with each other, the kami, and the Shinto cosmological narrative. Collective prayer in 
shrine rituals, like the reading of the Ō Harahi no Kotoba in chohai or the recitation of 
Misogi no Ō Harai for misogi, allow for communitas (V. Turner 1969, E. Turner 2012) to 
form among community members. As practitioners participate in rituals like misogi there 
is also the possibility for them to form cosmological communitas (Uzendoski and 
Calapucha-Tapuy 2012). This communitas speaks of peoples’ interaction with the 
cosmological narrative of a group. By doing misogi, Shinto practitioners are engaging 
with the narrative where Izanagi-no-Mikoto cleaned himself in the river after his visit to 
the underworld. We have also seen that place is important to Shinto and its rituals but 
place is shaped by the practice of the community members. That does not mean, 
however, that the place of the shrine is not important, quite the opposite actually. The 
kami are enshrined on the shrine grounds and people make special trips to visit either for 
a kitō (personal prayer) or to attend one of the yearly ceremonies. People can also stop by 
the shrine to make omairi, shrine visit. 
 The third practice in the Shinto community of practice at the shrine is Aikido. 
Aikido was created on Shinto principles and the founder, Morihei Ueshiba, was inspired 
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by the Sarutahiko Ōkami, one of the main kami of the Tsubaki Grand Shrine in Japan and 
the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America. Therefor it is Sarutahiko Ōkami who creates a 
connection between Aikido and the shrine. With Aikido done on the shrine grounds the 
practice becomes a way for people to be introduced to Shinto. But the connection 
between Shinto and Aikido also allows for people who have an interest in Shinto to be 
pulled into Aikido practice. Out of the three practices in the larger Shinto community of 
practice, Aikido is the one that has the most connection outside of the shrine community. 
Aikido is practiced around the world, so the Aikido community of practice at the shrine is 
not only part of the larger Shinto community of practice, but also a larger Aikido 
community of practice. Members involved with Aikido at the shrine can interact with 
both.  
 These three interlocking communities of practice together make the United States 
Shinto community of practice. Members participating in Shinto at the shrine have the 
opportunity to engage with these practices to the extent that they wish. 
 
Other Shinto Practice in the United States 
 During my research I noticed there was a larger presence of Shinto practice in the 
United States than I had originally thought. Through connections I made at the shrine I 
was introduced to a larger community of Shinto practitioners. This community exists 
mostly online, through Facebook, where members share their thoughts on their personal 
Shinto practice as well as pictures of their domestic altars. This online community is also 
a place where people discuss how to practice Shinto and ask questions about what kind of 
practices are acceptable. From my observations, many of the members of this online 
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community would fit into Ishida’s category of American Shinto practitioners, “religious 
experimentation.” (Ishida 2008). Though the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America is often 
mentioned in this community of Shinto practitioners, it not a central part. From what I 
have seen, the focus is on individual domestic practice, though many members post about 
shrine visits, both pilgrimages to Japan and trips to the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America.  
 Due to the focus of my project and the limitations I faced, I was not able to delve 
into this separate community. To better understand how Shinto is practiced in the United 
States, it would be worth taking a look at this online community and talking with to 
individual practitioners. This project, then, is best seen as a look at Shrine Shinto in the 
United States and the community formed around the Tsubaki Grand Shrine of America.  
 
     (Photo from the shrine’s Facebook page) 






These are the prayers in chohai. The parts in brackets were only read by the Reverend 
while the rest was read by everyone. 
 
Ō Harahi no Kotoba 
 
[Takama-no-Hara ni kamu zumari masu] 
Sumeragamutsu kamurogi kamuromi no mikoto mochite 
Yaoyorozu no kamitachi o 
 
Kamu tsudoe ni tsudoe tamai 
Kamu hakari ni hakari tamaite 
Aga Sumemima-no-Mikoto wa 
Toyoashihara no Mizuho-no-Kuni o 
 
Yasu kuni to taira keku shiroshi meseto 
Koto yosashi matsuriki 
Kaku yosashi matsurishi kunuchini 
 
Araburu kamitachi o ba 
Kamu toashi ni toashi tamai 
Kamu harahi ni harahi tamaite 
Koto toishi iwane kine 
Tachi kusa no kakiha o mo koto yamete 
 
Ame no iwa kura hanachi 
Ame no yaegumo o Izu no chiwakini chiwakite 
Ama kudashi yosashi matsuriki 
Kaku yosashi matsurishi yomo no kuninaka to 
Ōyamato-Hidakami-no-Kuni o yasukuni to sadame matsurite 
 
Shitatsu iwane ni miya hashira futoshiki tate 
Takama-no-Hara ni chigi takashirite 
Sumemima-no-Mikoto no mizu no mi araka tsukae matsurite 
Ame no mi kage hi no mi kage to kakuri mashite 
Yasu kuni to taira keku shiroshi mesam kunuchi ni 
 
Nari idem ame no masu hitora ga 
Ayamachi okashikem kusagusa no tsumi goto wa 
Amatsu-tsumi to a hanachi mizoume hihanachi 
Shikimaki kushiza shi ikihagi sakahagi 
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Kusohe kokodaku no tsumi o 
 
Amatsu-tsumi to nori wakete 
Kunitsu-tsumi to wa ikihada tachi shinihada tachi 
Shirahito kokumi 
Onoga haha okaseru tsumi 
Onoga ko okaseru tsumi 
Haha to ko to okaseru tsumi 
Ko to haha to okaseru tsumi 
Kemono okaseru tsumi 
 
Hau mushi no wazawai 
Takatsu kami no wazawai 
Takatsu tori no wazawai 
Kemono taoshi majimono seru tsumi 
Kokodaku no tsumi idem kaku ideba 
 
Amatsu miyagoto mochite 
Amatsu kanagi o moto uchi kiri 
Sue uchi tachite 
Chikura no okikura ni oki tarawashite 
Amatsu sugaso o moto kari tachi 
Sue kari kirite yahari ni tori sakite 




[Kaku noraba amatsu kami wa ame no iwato o oshi-hirakite] 
Ame no yaegumo o Izu no chiwaki ni chiwakite 
Kikoshi mesam 
 
Kunitsu kami wa takayama no sue 
Hikiyama no sue ni nobori-mashite 
Takayama no ibori hikiyama no ibori o 
Kaki wakete kikoshi mesam 
Kaku kikoshi meshiteba 
 
Tsumi to yū tsumi wa arajito 
Shina do no kaze no ame no yaegumo o 
Fukihanatsu koto no gotoku 
 
Ashita no migiri yūbe no migiri o 
Asakaze yūkaze no fukiharau koto no gotoku 
 
Otsube ni oru ōfune o 
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Hetoki hanachi tomo toki hanachite 
Ō-unabara ni oshi hanatsu koto nno gotoku 
 
Ochikata no shigekiga moto o 
Yakigama no togama mochite 
 
Uchi harau koto no gotoku 
Nokoru tsumi wa arajito 
Harahe tamai kiyome tamau koto o 
 
Takayama no sume hikiyama no sue yori 
Saku nadari ni ochi tagitsu 
Hayakawa no se ni masu 
Seoritsu-Hime to yū kami 
Ō-unabara ni mochi ide nam 
Kaku mochi ide inaba 
 
Ara shio no shio no yaoji no 
Ya shioji no shio no yaoai ni masu 
Haya-Akitsu-Hime to yū kami 
Mochi kaka nomi tem kaku kaka nom teba 
 
Ibukido ni masu ibukidonushi to yū kami 
Neno-kuni sokono-kuni ni ibuki hanachitem 
Kaku ibuki hanachiteba 
Neno-kuni sokono-kuni ni masu 
 
Haya-Sasura-Hime to yū kami 
Mochi sasurai ushinai tem 
Kaku sasurai ushinai teba 
 
Tsumi to yū tsumi wa arajito 
Harahe tamai kiyome tamau koto o 
Amatsu kami kunitsu kami 
Yaoyorozu no kamitachi tomo ni   
Kikoshi mese to mōsu. 
 
 
Declaration of Faith 
 
[Kei Shin Seikatsu no Kōryō] 
 
Kami no megumi to sosen no onto ni kanshashi 
Akaki kiyoki makoto o motte saishi ni isoshimu  
koto. 
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Yo no tame hito no tame ni hōshishi 
Kami no mikoto-mochi to shite yo o tsukuri katame 
nasu koto. 
 
Ō-mikokoro o itadakite mutsubi yawaragi 
Kuni no ryūshō to sekai no kyōson kyōei to o inoru 
koto. 
 
[Kei Shin Seikatsu ni Shinjō] 
 
Sarutahiko-no-Ō-Kami to Ame-no-Uzume-no- 
Mikoto no mitama o agame uyamai 
Amatsu kami kunitsu kami yaoyorozu no kami ni 
kansha to inori o sasageru koto. 
 
Sarutahiko-no-Ō-Kami to Ame-no-Uzume-no- 
Mikoto no miitsu o kashikomi matsuri 
Kami no ko to shite no shimei o tsutome hatasu 
koto. 
 
Sarutahiko-no-Ō-Kami to Ame-no-Uzume-no- 
Mikoto no michibiki tadaki mochi 
Banyū shinka o nengan to shite hataraki tsukusu 
koto. 
 
Commitment of Life Devotion 
 
I am grateful for the blessings of the kami and my ancestors  
And will practice my faith with brightness, purity, and sincerity. 
I will dedicate dedicate myself to serve and benefit the world and all  
Peoples. 
I will fulfill my life mission as guided by the kami, dedicating  
myself with sincerity to achieve peace for the world and for my  
nation. 
From my heart, I will humbly follow and respect the kami,  
Praying for harmony, prosperity, and peace for all nations of the  
world. 
 
Articles of Faith 
 
I revere the divine spirits of Sarutahiko no Ō Kami and Ame no  
Uzume no Mikoto; 
I dedicate my prayers and gratitude to the Heavenly Kami, the  
Earthly Kami, and to the myriad of kami. 
  134 
 
I will follow the sacred teachings of Sarutahiko no Ō Kami and  
Ame no Uzume no Mikoto; 
I will strive to accomplish my purpose as a child and descendant  
of the kami. 
I accept and follow the guidance of Sarutahiko no Ō Kami and 
Ame no Uzume no Mikoto; 
I will strive, through purification, to activate the kami within 
all beings and throughout Nature, thereby restoring divinity  
to all things. 
 
 
Goshu no Shinka 
 
[Miyagawa ya kiyoki nagare no misogi nite 
Inoram koto no kana wa nuhashi] 
 
Tachibana no Ise no Tsubaki no misogi nite 
Imamo kiyomuru wagami narikeri 
 
Tsumi togaya onbe no kawa ni harōram  
Seoritsu-Hime-no-Kami no miitsu ni 
 
Kakenagasu omotō-miya no Suzuka Gawa 
Chiyo yorozuyo ni tsumi wa nokosazu 
 
Furi narasu suzu no hibiki ni tama michite 
Mitama no fuyu o iya kikoshimese 
 
 
The Five Sacred Shinto Poems 
 
The sacred waters of misogi flow pure, bringing fulfillment to 
sincere prayer. 
Now my body, heart, and spirit will again be made pure 
Through misogi of Tsubaki, ancient land of Ise, Tachibana. 
In the river impurities are swept from me as if purified by gohei 
Amidst the shining light Seoritsu Hime no Kami. 
The shining light flows from this kami’s original palace, the  
River Suzuka. 
The tsumi, the impurities, will be removed for a thousand – 
even a myriad – of generations. 
My spirit overflows with resounding and shaking of suzu bells 
ringing; 
The beautiful sound and vibration invigorate my soul. In awe I  
Speak; hear these reverent words.       




Misogi no Ō Harai: 
 
Takama no Hara ni kamu zumari masu 
Kamurogi Kamuromi no mikoto mochite 
Sume mi oya kamu Izanagi no Mikoto 
Tsukushi no Himuka no Tachibana no Odo no 
Ahagihara ni Misogi harae tamaishi toki ni are maseru 
Haraedo no Ō Kamitachi 
Moromoro no magagoto tsumi kegare o 
Harai tamae kiyome tamae to 
Mōso koto no yoshi o 
Amatsu kami kunitsu kami 
Yaoyorozu no kamitachi tomo ni 
Kikoshi mese to 
Kashikomi kashikomi mo maosu 
 
In the Expanse of High Heaven dwell the exalted kami. 
By command of our divine ancestral kami, 
The noble male kami and the august female kami of Heaven, 
Our great ancestral kami Izanagi no Mikoto performed misogi 
At Ahagihara of Odo, Tachibana of Himuka, in Tsukushi of the Ancient Land, 
Where his very being was cleansed of all impurities by many Great Kami of Purification. 
I humbly beseech the kami to cleanse me of all impurities  
Within myself and in my relationships with others, and 
Between myself and the way of Great Nature. 
All attendant Heavenly Kami and Earthly Kami, 
Each of the myriad of kami–  
Hear these modest words. 



















 I am an anthropology master’s student at the University of Nevada, Reno studying 
Shinto practice in the United States and I have been blessed with the opportunity to spend 
a couple of months over this summer helping out at the shrine. During my stay here I 
have gotten the chance to help maintain the shrine grounds, to assist in cleaning the 
Haiden, and participate in Misogi and Chohai. I’ve also begun training in Aikido, a 
practice I’ve fallen in love with quickly and hope to continue after I’ve gone back to 
Reno.  
 I’m sure everyone who comes to visit the shrine immediately notices its 
undeniable beauty and the peaceful atmosphere that surrounds it. These are things I still 
notice everyday when I arrive. I find the earlier mornings at the shrine to be a true 
treasure because these are the times I can feel the world awakening around me. I love 
walking down the main path, listening to the birds and the river while seeing the morning 
sunlight shining through the trees. I can’t help but feel connected at these moments. 
   I’ve noticed while helping to maintain the shrine grounds it can often feel like 
you’re fighting an unwinnable battle against the forces of nature. You can pick up 
hundreds of leaves but more are constantly falling onto the ground, areas that have been 
cleared of weeds all of a sudden have weeds again a week later, and areas that have been 
raked soon need raking again. However it has dawned on me that maintaining the shrine 
grounds is not a struggle with nature but is instead an important part of the natural order 
of the shrine. Leaves fall and I pick them up, it’s part of the cycle. In a way it’s a 
balancing act between nature’s chaos and the human need for order. By cleaning the 
shrine grounds, you get to be part of the process.  
 Not only have I been able to move forward in my studies but my time at the 
shrine is also rejuvenating me. I only wish I could do this every year. Thank you Barrish 
Sensei for this wonderful opportunity! 
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